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NEDERLANDSTALIGE SAMENVATTING 
Onethisch consumentengedrag, of gedrag dat algemene normen en gedragscodes in 
marktsituaties schendt, is wijdverspreid. Winkeldiefstal, het onrechtmatig terugbrengen van 
aankopen, verzwijgen dat een kassier een fout in jouw voordeel gemaakt heeft, en fraude met 
winkelbonnen zijn slechts enkele voorbeelden van de vele manieren waarop consumenten zich 
onethisch gedragen. Niettegenstaande dat de grote meerderheid van de consumenten (90%) 
deze gedragingen afkeurt, geeft ongeveer 75% toe zich ooit al eens onethisch gedragen te 
hebben in marktsituaties. Voorgaand onderzoek naar consumentenethiek richtte zich vooral op 
verschillen in persoonskenmerken, of het “wie”-aspect van onethisch consumentengedrag. 
Persoonskenmerken alleen kunnen echter niet verklaren waarom mensen gedrag stellen waar 
ze in het algemeen afkerig tegenover staan. Daarom legt dit proefschrift zich toe op de 
omstandigheden waarin consumenten meer geneigd zijn om een morele grens te overschrijden, 
of het “wanneer”-aspect van onethisch consumentengedrag. Meer bepaald vertrekken we van 
het idee dat alle consumenten, ongeacht hun persoonlijke kenmerken, af en toe onethisch 
gedrag stellen. In dit proefschrift onderzoeken we drie factoren die een invloed hebben op het 
stellen van onethisch consumentengedrag. 
In hoofdstuk II onderzoeken we of consumenten meer onethisch gedrag stellen in 
wanordelijke winkelomgevingen. Dit onderzoek is geïnspireerd door onderzoek uit de 
omgevingspsychologie over de impact van tekens van verwaarlozing in stedelijke omgevingen. 
Meer specifiek onderzoeken we of de zogenaamde “spreading of disorder” theorie, die de 
verspreiding van norm overschrijdend gedrag in stedelijke omgevingen verklaart, ook norm 
overschrijdend gedrag in winkelomgevingen kan verklaren. Volgens de “spreading of disorder” 
theorie verspreidt norm overschrijdend gedrag zich van een initiële normoverschrijding (bv., 
afval op de grond gooien) naar andere normoverschrijdingen (bv., graffiti spuiten of zelfs 
stelen) omdat tekens van verwaarlozing signaleren dat anderen zich niet hielden aan de 
algemeen aanvaarde normen en gedragscodes. De loutere observatie dat anderen zich niet aan 
bepaalde normen hebben gehouden zorgt ervoor dat mensen minder geneigd zijn om zichzelf 
aan deze of andere normen te houden. In twee gedragsexperimenten die opgesteld waren in 
verschillende winkelomgevingen observeerden we dat mensen die winkelden in wanordelijke 
winkelomgevingen (i.e., die afwijken van de norm dat een winkel ordelijk en netjes moet zijn) 
meer geneigd waren om onethisch gedrag te stellen dan mensen die in ordelijke 
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winkelomgevingen winkelden. Daarnaast voerden we nog een online onderzoek uit om meer te 
weten te komen over het onderliggend proces. Dit onderzoek bevestigde dat de observatie dat 
anderen geen moeite doen om zich aan bepaalde normen te houden ertoe leidt dat een individu 
ook minder geneigd is om zelf moeite te doen om zich aan deze of andere normen te houden. 
Deze resultaten benadrukken dat context een belangrijke rol speelt bij het al dan niet stellen van 
onethisch consumentengedrag.  
In hoofdstuk III wordt onderzocht of er een verband bestaat tussen impulsaankopen en 
onethisch consumentengedrag. Consumenten worden soms verleid tot een impulsieve aankoop 
die positieve gevolgen heeft op korte termijn, maar negatieve gevolgen op lange termijn. 
Bijvoorbeeld, de impulsieve aankoop van een stuk cake heeft voordelen op korte termijn 
(lekkere smaak, goed humeur), maar verhindert mogelijks het behalen van lange termijn 
doelstellingen (een gezond lichaamsgewicht). Een niet gerelateerde studie toont echter aan dat 
niet enkel consumenten, maar ook retailers negatieve gevolgen kunnen ondervinden van 
impulsaankopen. In deze studie observeerden we dat participanten die winkelden in een 
omgeving met impulsproducten (bv. chips, koekjes) meer geneigd waren om onethisch gedrag 
te stellen dan participanten die winkelden in een omgeving met niet-impuls producten (bv. 
pasta, rijst). Eerder onderzoek toonde reeds aan dat er een verband bestond tussen impulsiviteit 
en crimineel gedrag. Echter, dit verband was correlationeel en niet causaal.  In dit hoofdstuk 
tonen we via twee gedragsexperimenten in twee verschillende winkelomgevingen aan dat 
consumenten die een impulsaankoop doen meer geneigd zijn om onethisch gedrag te stellen 
dan consumenten die een gewone, niet-impulsaankoop doen. Deze bevindingen tonen aan dat 
er naast een correlationeel misschien ook wel een causaal verband bestaat tussen impulsiviteit 
en slecht gedrag, en dat impulsaankopen niet enkel positieve gevolgen hebben voor retailers. 
Hoofdstuk IV was geïnspireerd op resultaten van twee experimenten die uitgevoerd waren 
in hoofdstukken II en III. In deze onderzoeken stelden we vast dat vrouwen meer geneigd waren 
dan mannen om te profiteren van een fout van de kassier in hun voordeel. Deze resultaten waren 
in tegenspraak met eerder onderzoek naar genderverschillen in onethisch gedrag, dat ofwel 
vaststelde dat vrouwen ethischer waren dan mannen, of dat er geen verschil was. Om deze 
verrassende bevindingen verder te onderzoeken werden er drie vervolgstudies opgezet. De 
eerste studie was kwalitatief en de resultaten gaven aan dat het genderverschil in onethisch 
gedrag mogelijks verklaard werd door een genderverschil in assertiviteit. Gemiddeld genomen 
zijn vrouwen iets minder assertief dan mannen, wat ervoor zorgt dat ze minder geneigd zijn om 
iemand te corrigeren. De tweede, kwantitatieve, studie bevestigde dit idee. Ten slotte werd nog 
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een derde studie opgezet om gedrags-bewijs voor deze stelling te verzamelen. We zetten een 
lab-winkel op waarin proefpersonen een snack kochten en deze afrekenden bij een kassier. Deze 
kassier rekende at random de klanten te veel of te weinig aan en hield bij of klanten deze fout 
rapporteerden. Opnieuw bleek dat vrouwen minder geneigd waren dan mannen om de kassier 
te corrigeren, ongeacht welke fout deze maakte. Deze resultaten bevestigden dus dat de eerder 
gevonden genderverschillen verklaard konden worden door een genderverschil in assertiviteit.  
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ENGLISH SUMMARY 
 
 
Unethical consumer behavior, or the violation of generally accepted norms and codes of 
conduct in exchange settings, is pervasive. Shoplifting, fraudulent returns, not reporting 
favorable billing errors, and coupon fraud are only some examples of the many transgressions 
committed by consumers. Despite the fact that up to 90% of the consumers consider these 
behaviors wrong, about 75% admit that they engaged in unethical consumer behavior once in 
their lives. Previous research on consumer ethics mainly focused on the “who” of unethical 
consumer behavior, or the effect of individual difference variables such as socio-demographics 
and ethical ideologies on engagement in unethical consumer behavior. Nevertheless, personal 
characteristics alone cannot explain why people engage in behavior they generally disapprove 
of. Therefore, this dissertation focuses on the “when” of unethical consumer behavior, or the 
circumstances under which consumers are tempted to cross a moral boundary. Specifically, we 
start from the idea that all consumers, irrespective of their personal characteristics, engage in 
unethical behavior once in a while. Three main antecedents of unethical consumer behavior are 
investigated in this dissertation. 
In chapter II, we use insights from the field of environmental psychology to investigate the 
impact of cues of disorder in retail settings on unethical consumer behavior. More specifically, 
we investigate whether the spreading of disorder, a theory used to explain norm-violating 
behavior in urban settings, can also explain norm-violating behavior in retail settings.   
According to this theory, disorder spreads from an initial norm violation (e.g., littering) to other 
norm violations (e.g., spraying graffiti, stealing etc.) because cues of disorder communicate that 
others did not behave according to generally accepted norms and codes of conduct. Observing 
that others did not adhere to norms makes individuals less inclined to adhere to these or other 
norms themselves. In two behavioral experiments set up in different retail settings, we show 
that participants were more likely to engage in unethical behavior in retail settings that deviate 
from the norm that a store should be (kept) clean than in retail settings that do not deviate from 
this norm. In addition, an online study was conducted to gain insight in the process behind this 
effect. We found tentative evidence for the underlying process: Observing that others did not 
make an effort to behave according to generally accepted norms makes an individual less likely 
to adhere to these norms him/herself. The findings from this chapter highlight the importance 
of context in engagement in unethical consumer behavior.   
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Chapter III explores the relationship between impulse buying and unethical consumer 
behavior. Impulse buying occurs when a consumer is tempted to make a purchase that is 
positive in the short run but negative in the long run. For instance, the purchase of a delicious 
cupcake may provide short-term benefits (delicious taste, good mood), but hinder the enactment 
of long-term goals (healthy body weight). The results of an unrelated study indicate there may 
be a downside to impulse buying not only for consumers, but for retailers too. In this study, we 
observed that participants shopping for products that are typically bought on impulse (e.g., 
crisps, candy) were significantly more likely to cheat to obtain a more expensive product than 
participants shopping for products that are typically not bought on impulse (e.g., rice, pasta). 
Although the relationship between impulsiveness and deviant behavior was established by 
previous research, the evidence was correlational rather than causal. In two behavioral 
experiments conducted in different retail settings, the present work shows that consumers 
making an impulse purchase are more likely to engage in unethical consumer behavior than 
consumers making a regular, non-impulse purchase. This tentative evidence of a causal 
relationship between impulsiveness and unethical behavior sheds light on a dark side of impulse 
buying. 
Chapter IV was inspired by the findings from two experiments conducted in chapters II and III. 
Specifically, we found that women were more likely than men to passively benefit from a 
cashier’s mistake in their favor. These results contradicted previous research on gender 
differences in unethical behavior, which either found that women were more ethical than men 
or that men and women were equally (un)ethical. Three follow-up studies were set up to look 
for an alternative explanation. The first study was qualitative in nature, and the results suggested 
that a gender difference in assertiveness could explain the gender difference in unethical 
consumer behavior. On average, women are less assertive than men, which makes them less 
prone to speak up to a cashier. The second study quantified the results of the first study and 
added to the idea that the gender difference in unethical consumer behavior could be explained 
by a gender difference in assertiveness. The final study found behavioral evidence for this 
conjecture. We set up a lab store in which participants could buy a snack and check it out at the 
cash register. The cashier randomly charged customers too much or too little, and observed 
whether the customer reported the mistake. The results showed that women were less prone to 
speak up to the cashier than men, regardless of the mistake’s direction. These findings confirm 
the idea that our previous results can be explained by a gender difference in assertiveness.  
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
1
2 
CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
Mr. Burns: “Tell me, Simpson, if an opportunity arose for taking a small short-cut, you 
wouldn't be averse to taking it, would you?” 
Homer: “Hmm, not as such.” 
Mr. Burns: “Neither would I. If you can take advantage of a situation in some way, it's 
your duty as an American to do it. Why should the race always be to the swift, or the 
Jumble to the quick-witted? Should they be allowed to win merely because of the gifts 
God gave them? Well I say, ‘Cheating is the gift man gives himself.’” 
Homer: “Mr. Burns, I insist that we cheat!” 
Mr. Burns: “Excellent!” 
(The Simpsons, Season 8 Episode 12 “Mountain of Madness”) 
In this scene from TV show ‘The Simpsons’, Mr. Burns manages to convince his employee 
Homer Simpson to cheat in order to win a company contest. Although Homer is no saint (at 
best, his ethical ideology can be described as ‘relativistic’), he tries to stick to the right path 
most of the times. This time, however, Homer is successfully persuaded by Mr. Burns to cheat. 
Which factors caused Homer to violate a generally accepted norm (honesty)? First, there is a 
lot at stake in this contest: the person who loses gets fired. As Homer is the sole provider of a 
family of five, he cannot afford losing his job. Second, Mr. Burns’ convincing speech 
neutralizes the unethical behavior by framing it as a norm obedience instead of a norm violation. 
Third, Mr. Burns is an authority figure, which makes Homer reluctant to disagree. In sum, there 
are multiple factors at play that facilitate norm-violating behavior.  
Like Homer Simpson, every individual is tempted to cross moral boundaries from time to 
time. Ethics, or the notion of what is “right” and “wrong” in human behavior (S. Fullerton, 
Kerch, & Dodge, 1996), is part of everyday life. It constitutes a system of moral principles, 
rules and codes of conduct that affect human behavior in specific situations (Dodge, Edwards, 
& Fullerton, 1996; Hunt & Vitell, 1986). This dissertation focuses on a specific type of 
situations, namely consumption situations. In particular, we investigate what causes consumers 
to violate generally accepted codes of conduct in retail settings. This type of norm-violating 
consumer behavior is often referred to as “unethical consumer behavior” (R. A. Fullerton & 
Punj, 1997, 2004). In the next section, we elaborate further on this concept.  
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1. UNETHICAL CONSUMER BEHAVIOR
1.1 Definition 
Unethical behavior is generally defined as behavior that violates societal norms 
(Cojuharenco, Shteynberg, Gelfand, & Schminke, 2012; Jones, 1991; Kish-Gephart, Harrison, 
& Treviño, 2010). As it deviates from rules and codes of conduct generally agreed upon by 
society, unethical behavior is considered inherently anti-social (Cojuharenco et al., 2012). 
Unethical consumer behavior is a specific form of unethical behavior committed by consumers 
in exchange settings (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 1997). Different definitions of unethical consumer 
behavior exist, but most of them contain similar elements. First, unethical consumer behavior 
is described as behavior that is in conflict with generally accepted norms  and codes of conduct 
in exchange settings (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 1997, 2004; Mitchell, Balabanis, Schlegelmilch, 
& Cornwell, 2009; Vitell, Lumpkin, & Rawwas, 1991). Second, many definitions comprise the 
harmful effects of unethical consumer behavior on both sellers and other consumers (R. A. 
Fullerton & Punj, 1997, 2004; Mitchell et al., 2009). Finally, unethical consumer behavior has 
also been labeled as the “dark side” of the consumer (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 1997, 2004). 
Unethical consumer behavior is the umbrella term for a large variety of norm-violating 
behaviors in exchange settings. Shoplifting is probably the most obvious and well-known form 
of unethical consumer behavior, followed by illegal downloading/file-sharing (Mitchell et al., 
2009; Vitell et al., 1991). The cost of these behaviors is relatively easy to calculate, which 
makes it easier to estimate the impact. Consequently, these two topics are the most commonly 
examined ones (Mitchell et al., 2009; Vitell et al., 1991). Nevertheless, it would be wrong to 
narrow down unethical consumer behavior to shoplifting and illegal downloading/file-sharing. 
For instance, R. A. Fullerton and Punj (1997, 2004) argue that other forms of unethical 
consumer behavior such as vandalism, fraudulent returns, failure to report favorable billing 
errors, and coupon fraud are common as well. In general, they contend that unethical consumer 
behavior is widespread. In a recent cross-cultural study, Mitchell et al. (2009) confirmed that 
up to 75% of consumers engaged in various forms of unethical consumer behavior (apart from 
shoplifting) at least once in their lives.  
The first comprehensive taxonomy of unethical consumer behavior was the Consumer 
Ethics Scale (CES), which comprises 27 questionable consumer actions (Muncy & Vitell, 1992; 
Vitell & Muncy, 1992). This set of questionable consumer actions was developed based on a 
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review of the relevant literature and expert interviews (Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Vitell & Muncy, 
1992). The CES captures consumers’ ethical beliefs, or how (un)acceptable consumers consider 
each of these 27 actions. Muncy and Vitell (1992); (Vitell & Muncy, 1992) tested the ethical 
beliefs of 569 US consumers (household heads). One of the main purposes of this study was to 
find out whether consumers were more tolerant of certain kinds of unethical behavior than 
others, and if so, what caused this difference in tolerance (Vitell & Muncy, 1992). The results 
confirmed that certain behaviors were considered less acceptable (thus more unethical) than 
others, and that this was determined by three dimensions: (1) the consumer’s engagement in the 
behavior (active/passive), (2) the perceived illegal character of the behavior (perceived 
illegal/perceived legal), and (3) the severity of the inflicted harm (direct harm/indirect harm) 
(Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Based on the results of this study, all 27 items were classified into one 
of the following four categories: Actively benefiting from illegal activities, passively benefiting 
from illegal activities, actively benefiting from questionable activities, and no harm no foul1. 
The first category, actively benefiting from illegal activities, comprises unethical behavior 
initiated by the consumer. In addition, these behaviors are considered illegal. Some examples 
of unethical consumer behavior in this category are “Changing price tags on merchandise in a 
retail store”, “Drinking a can of soda in a supermarket without paying for it”, and “Returning 
damaged merchandise when the damage is your own fault” (Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Vitell & 
Muncy, 1992). Interestingly, although shoplifting would also fit in this category of unethical 
behavior, it is not explicitly included. Nevertheless, the items categorized as actively benefiting 
from illegal activities are similar to shoplifting. For instance, “drinking a can of soda in the 
supermarket without paying for it” essentially boils down to “stealing a can of soda.” In 
addition, all the behaviors listed in this category involve a consumer taking action to acquire a 
product for less than the full price, which is also the case with shoplifting. The behaviors 
classified in this category are considered the most unethical: More than 90% of the people 
consider these behaviors either “wrong” or “very wrong” (Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Vitell & 
Muncy, 1992). Still, this strong rejection of active forms of unethical behavior does not imply 
that these behaviors are uncommon. For instance, about 60% of the people admit to have 
shoplifted at least once in their lives (Klemke, 1982; Kraut, 1976).     
1 For the reader’s interest, we included the original CES scale by Vitell and Muncy (1992) and the latest update 
by Mitchell et al. (2009) in APPENDIX. 
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The second category of unethical behaviors involves passively benefiting from illegal 
activities. The difference between this category and the first one relates to the consumer’s 
involvement in the unethical behavior (i.e., dimension 1). In particular, in the actively benefiting 
category it is the consumer who initiates the unethical behavior, while in the passively 
benefiting category, others (mostly the seller) grant the consumer the opportunity to benefit 
from a mistake made in his/her favor. Thus, the consumer has the chance to passively benefit 
at the expense of others. Examples of passive forms of unethical behavior are “Getting too much 
change and not saying anything”, “Not saying anything when the waitress miscalculates the bill 
in your favor”, and “Lying about a child’s age in order to get a lower price” (Muncy & Vitell, 
1992; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Although the latter example may seem active, it should be 
interpreted as “the cashier makes the mistake of not noticing the child’s age, and the customer 
does not correct him/her” (Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Another difference between active and 
passive forms of unethical behavior is that the latter are more subtle (Mitchell et al., 2009). 
Take, for instance, the example of remaining silent about a child’s age: Only the offenders will 
know that they paid less than they should have. Because of this subtlety, it is difficult to 
calculate the cost and thus the impact of passive unethical behaviors. Hence, this category of 
unethical behavior has been under-researched (Mitchell et al., 2009).  
This lack of research seems unjustified, as there are reasons to assume that passive forms 
of unethical behavior are much more common than active forms. Previous research on the 
difference between acts of commission (wrongdoing by action) and acts of omission 
(wrongdoing by inaction), shows that people are more likely to cheat by omission than to cheat 
by commission (Pittarello, Rubaltelli, & Motro, 2016; Teper & Inzlicht, 2010). For instance, 
Teper and Inzlicht (2010) investigated cheating on a math task and found that participants who 
had to take action to access the solution of this task (commission) cheated less than participants 
who had to take action to prevent accessing this solution (omission). In a recent study, Pittarello 
et al. (2016) confirmed this effect. They investigated lying behavior with a “Heads or Tails” 
game and found that participants were more likely to withhold correct information (lie of 
omission) than to provide wrong information (lie of commission) to win a prize.  
In general, people are more lenient toward passive transgressions (omissions) than toward 
active transgressions (commissions). This leniency can be explained as a case of omission bias, 
or “the preference for harm caused by omissions over equal or lesser harm caused by acts” 
(Baron & Ritov, 2004, p. 74). There are several explanations for omission bias. First, the 
perceived causal role of the agent seems to have an important influence (Pittarello et al., 2016; 
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Spranca, Minsk, & Baron, 1991). Commissions require intentions and effort, which implies that 
the agent intended to inflict harm, while omissions are passive and require no effort, which 
implies that the harm is probably caused by ignorance (Pittarello et al., 2016; Royzman & 
Baron, 2002; Spranca et al., 1991; Teper & Inzlicht, 2010). Second, omission bias can also be 
explained as ethical fading, caused by self-deception (Tenbrunsel & Messick, 2004). More 
specifically, leniency toward passive transgressions is a consequence of an error in perceptual 
causation: When consumers do not actively manipulate the situation to their benefit, they can 
pass on the responsibility to someone else, which eases escaping from the action’s moral 
repercussions (Pittarello et al., 2016; Spranca et al., 1991; Tenbrunsel & Messick, 2004). In 
addition, if there is no clear perpetrator, no one is deemed responsible for what happens (Shaver, 
1985; Shaver & Drown, 1986; Spranca et al., 1991).  
Hence, the threshold to engage in a passive form of unethical behavior seems to be lower 
than the threshold to engage in an active form. Specifically, the lack of effort and the lack of 
responsibility associated with passive unethical behavior facilitates benefiting at the expense of 
someone else. Moving on to the next category on the CES scale, actively benefiting from 
questionable activities, it seems clear that not only the degree of engagement in the behavior, 
but also the perceived illegal character affects ethical beliefs (Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Vitell & 
Muncy, 1992). Although the behavior in this category is active, it is considered more acceptable 
than passively benefiting from illegal activities because it is not considered illegal. Examples 
of behaviors from this category are “Breaking a bottle of salad dressing in a supermarket and 
doing nothing about it”, “Returning merchandise to a store claiming that it was a gift when it 
was not”, “Using an expired coupon for merchandise”, and “Tasting grapes in a supermarket 
and not buying any.” These examples illustrate that this category of unethical consumer 
behavior indeed violates generally accepted codes of conduct, but it does not violate state laws. 
For instance, there is no law that specifies the circumstances under which one should taste 
grapes, or how many grapes one is allowed to taste without purchasing any.  
Finally, the fourth category of unethical consumer behavior comprises no harm no foul 
activities. The unethical behavior from this category differs from the other categories with 
respect to the third dimension of unethical behavior, namely the severity of the inflicted harm. 
More specifically, no harm no foul activities often provoke only indirect instead of direct harm 
(Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Examples of this kind of behavior are “Using 
computer software or games that you did not buy”, “Recording an album instead of buying it”, 
“Returning merchandise after trying it and not liking it”, and “Spending an hour trying on 
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different dresses and not purchasing any” (Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). The 
behaviors classified in this category are considered the least unethical. However, some items in 
this category are considered less ethical than others. For instance, “Using computer software or 
games that you did not buy” is considered wrong or very wrong by 37% of the people, while 
“Spending an hour trying on different dresses and not purchasing any” is only considered wrong 
or very wrong by 16% of the people (Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). This 
difference indicates that perceived wrongness is related to perceived harm. That is, people can 
probably imagine how sharing instead of buying software hurts software companies, while they 
have much more trouble imagining how trying on clothes for an hour and not buying any hurts 
retailers. 
In 2005, Vitell and Muncy updated and extended the CES with three more categories: (1) 
“downloading copyrighted materials/buying counterfeit goods”, (2) “recycling/environmental 
awareness”, and (3) “doing the right thing/doing good.” While the original four categories dealt 
with consumer wrongdoings, two of these new categories deal with consumers doing the right 
thing. An extensive discussion of these new items lies beyond the scope of this dissertation. In 
the next section, we will discuss how the CES marked the beginning of two decades of research 
on consumer ethics. Specifically, we provide an overview of previous research on unethical 
consumer behavior and indicate which questions remain unanswered. 
1.2 Previous research on unethical consumer behavior 
Consumer ethics is a relatively young field of research. In a recent review of the marketing 
ethics literature, Schlegelmilch and Öberseder (2010) illustrate that there was virtually no 
research on consumer ethics before the 1990s. Instead, most researchers focused on business 
ethics or marketing ethics (Schlegelmilch & Öberseder, 2010; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Those 
studies that did look into consumer misbehavior mainly focused on shoplifting (Cameron, 1964; 
Klemke, 1982; Krasnovsky & Lane, 1998; Kraut, 1976). The research of Wilkes (1978) formed 
one notable exception, as one of the first full papers on a more diverse set of consumer 
misbehaviors in retail settings. Specifically, Wilkes (1978) investigated how wrong a set of 15 
fraudulent consumer behaviors were perceived as well as how pervasive these behaviors were. 
The behaviors under study were similar to the ones of the CES scale (e.g., changing price tags, 
not reporting a favorable billing error, dishonest coupon use), and the results were comparable 
to Muncy and Vitell (1992)’s results. For instance, active forms of unethical behavior were 
considered less acceptable than passive forms. Nevertheless, Wilkes (1978)’ study was far less 
influential than the work of Muncy and Vitell (1992). 
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The development of the CES gave an impetus to research on unethical consumer behavior. 
First, a large number of studies tested the cross-cultural validity of the CES (Vitell, 2003). 
Studies comparing US participants with participants from Europe (Babakus, Cornwell, 
Mitchell, & Schlegelmilch, 2004; Mitchell et al., 2009; Rawwas, 2001), Asia (Babakus et al., 
2004; Chan, Wong, & Leung, 1998; Rawwas, 2001), Australia (Rawwas, 2001; Rawwas, 
Strutton, & Johnson, 1996), and the middle-East (Babakus et al., 2004; Rawwas, 2001; 
Rawwas, Vitell, & Al-Khatib, 1994), and studies investigating intra-European differences 
(Mitchell et al., 2009; Polonsky, Brito, Pinto, & Higgs-Kleyn, 2001) confirmed the factor 
structure of the scale across different cultures. However, these results do not imply a universal 
consensus on the unethicality of all the behaviors that appear in the CES. Although there seems 
to be a universal rejection of behaviors in which the consumer actively benefits from illegal 
activities, there is much less consensus on behaviors that are not (perceived as) illegal (Babakus 
et al., 2004; Mitchell et al., 2009; Rawwas, 2001). Therefore, Mitchell et al. (2009) conclude 
that the responsibility of the actor (dimension 1) is a better universal predictor of ethical beliefs 
than the perceived illegality (dimension 2) and harm (dimension 3).  
Second, a large stream of research has investigated the impact of individual difference 
variables (i.e., demographic variables and personality traits) on ethical beliefs and (un)ethical 
behavior in general (Vitell, 2003). Of all the demographic variables studied, age is probably the 
most robust predictor of (un)ethical behavior: Nearly all studies that incorporate this variable 
find that younger consumers are less ethical than older consumers (Babakus et al., 2004; S. 
Fullerton & Neale, 2010; Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Rawwas & Singhapakdi, 1998; Vitell et al., 
1991). Despite the vast amount of studies including gender as a control variable, its role in 
(consumer) ethics remains unclear (O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005; Vitell, 2003). We will return 
to the role of gender later on, as this topic is investigated in chapter IV in this dissertation. 
Besides demographic variables, different studies have investigated the role of personality traits 
(Vitell, 2003). For instance different studies explored the influence of ethical ideology on 
ethical beliefs, and found that idealistic individuals were less tolerant for unethical practices 
than relativistic individuals (Al-Khatib, Dobie, & Vitell, 1995; Erffmeyer, Keillor, & LeClair, 
1999; Rawwas et al., 1994; Steenhaut & Van Kenhove, 2006). Besides ethical ideologies, the 
influence of other personality variables such as regulatory focus (De Bock & Van Kenhove, 
2010), need for closure (Van Kenhove, Vermeir, & Verniers, 2001), materialism (Muncy & 
Eastman, 1998), risk propensity, need for autonomy, need for aggression, and  need for problem 
solving (Rallapalli, Vitell, Wiebe, & Barnes, 1994) on ethical beliefs has been investigated.  
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Despite the large amount of studies on consumer ethics conducted over the past two 
decades, some issues remain unresolved (Schlegelmilch & Öberseder, 2010). First, in general, 
it is still unclear why consumers engage in behavior they generally disapprove of. In particular, 
while the vast majority of consumers (80-90%) rejects actively and passively benefiting from 
illegal activities (Vitell & Muncy, 1992), some 70% of the consumers admit to have engaged 
in these or similar activities once in their lives (Klemke, 1982; Kraut, 1976; Mitchell et al., 
2009). This latter figure is probably an underestimation as most research in the field of 
consumer ethics relies on self-report measures of unethical behavior, which are highly 
susceptible to social desirability bias (Bernardi, 2006; Dalton & Ortegren, 2011; Randall & 
Fernandes, 1991). Previous research on individual difference variables explains which 
consumers are more tolerant for unethical behavior or which consumers are more likely to 
commit such behavior. However, engagement in unethical behavior may not only depend on 
the characteristics of the individual, but also on the characteristics of the situation. Hence,  
additional research on the circumstances under which consumers are more likely to cross moral 
boundaries could improve the understanding of this phenomenon.  
This idea is supported by previous research on the process of ethical decision-making and 
behavior. For instance, the Hunt-Vitell model of ethical decision-making describes how an 
individual’s ethical judgment is determined by both deontological and teleological  
considerations (Hunt & Vitell, 1986, 2006; Murphy & Laczniak, 1981). The former refers to 
the inherent right- or wrongness of behavior, while the latter refers to the good- or badness of 
the consequences of the behavior. Next, ethical judgment influences intention, which in turn 
affects behavior. However, intention is not only affected by ethical judgments, but also directly 
by teleological considerations. Thus, someone may believe that a specific act is morally wrong, 
but still do it because it has favorable consequences (Hunt & Vitell, 1986, 2006). Consequences 
are often situation-dependent, which illustrates the influence of context on unethical behavior. 
Research by Fukukawa (2002), confirms the important role of context in (un)ethical behavior. 
Fukukawa (2002)’s model is based on the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & 
Madden, 1986) and posits that engagement in unethical consumer behavior is determined by 
intention, which is in turn determined by four main components: Attitude toward the behavior 
(comparable to ethical judgment), social influence (from peers and from society in general), 
perceived behavioral control (opportunity or the likelihood that the behavior is beneficial) and 
the perceived unfairness of the behavior (redressing an imbalance). In sum, it seems valuable 
to explore different, situation-dependent antecedents of unethical consumer behavior. 
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Second, another issue in the field of consumer ethics is the use of attitudes and intentions 
as a proxy for behavior (Vitell, 2003). Although this is a common practice, supported by 
theoretical models such as the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and the 
theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & Madden, 1986), it may be ill-suited to 
investigate unethical consumer behavior. More specifically, even though the correlation 
between intentions and behavior is not low (.51 on average according to research by Ajzen 
(1991)), a significant gap between intentions and behavior exists (Sheeran, 2002; Sheeran & 
Abraham, 2003). Moreover, there are different reasons to assume that this intention-behavior 
gap may be even larger for unethical consumer behavior than for other categories of behavior. 
First, Beck and Ajzen (1991) found that although the theory of planned behavior was relatively 
successful in predicting lying, it was much less successful in predicting cheating and 
shoplifting. The authors argued that people do not often engage in these behaviors and are 
therefore less good at estimating their own behavior. Second, even if there would be a perfect 
correlation between intentions and behavior, people would not always be willing to reveal their 
true intentions. That is, research on sensitive issues such as unethical behavior is often subject 
to social desirability bias (Bernardi, 2006; Dalton & Ortegren, 2011; Randall & Fernandes, 
1991). 
This dissertation aims to address the call for a better understanding of the reasons why 
consumers engage in unethical behavior (Schlegelmilch & Öberseder, 2010). To achieve this, 
we attempted to tackle the issues mentioned above by investigating the influence of context and 
situational variables on unethical consumer behavior and by measuring actual behavior instead 
of attitudes and intentions. In the next section, we provide an overview of the research included 
in this dissertation. 
 
2. DISSERTATION OUTLINE 
 
As explained earlier in section 1.1, unethical consumer behavior can be defined as the 
violation of generally accepted norms and codes of conduct in exchange settings (R. A. 
Fullerton & Punj, 1997, 2004; Mitchell et al., 2009; Vitell et al., 1991). As this definition does 
not include any information on the intentions of the offender, it comprises both norm-violations 
committed by professional and non-professional offenders. The difference between 
professional and non-professional offenders is that the former enter an exchange setting with 
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the intention to actively benefit from illegal activities, while the latter (i.e., normal consumers) 
most likely not enter the exchange setting with such dark motives. In the following paragraph, 
we will explain in further detail why we consider it useful to make the distinction between 
professional and non-professional offenders.  
First, previous research on shoplifting shows that the vast majority (90%) of shoplifters are 
not professional criminals or those people who “steal to sell” (Cameron, 1964; Krasnovsky & 
Lane, 1998; Moore, 1984). In other words, non-professional unethical consumer behavior 
seems to be much more common than professional unethical consumer behavior. Second, the 
behaviors listed in the CES seem to describe the behavior of otherwise normal consumers who 
occasionally engage in norm violating behaviors (Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Especially, most of 
the CES items that describe unethical consumer behavior in retail settings do not involve any 
form of planning (i.e., they are decided upon “on the spot”). For instance, it seems unlikely that 
a consumer enters a supermarket with the intention to drink a can of soda without paying for it 
or with the intention to remain silent if the cashier would make a mistake in his/her favor. In 
sum, if we want to fully grasp why normal consumers engage in unethical behavior (i.e., the 
behaviors on the CES scale), we need to take the unplanned, unprofessional character of these 
behaviors into account. To this end, we extend the definition of unethical consumer behavior 
as follows:  
“Unethical consumer behavior involves the violation of generally accepted norms and 
codes of conduct in exchange settings. It is committed by consumers who did not intend to 
engage in these behaviors before entering the exchange setting.” 
This dissertation investigates the circumstances under which consumers are more likely to 
violate generally accepted norms and codes of conduct in exchange settings they otherwise 
respect. What causes consumers to cross that moral boundary they would otherwise never 
cross? Three different factors are examined. In chapter II, we look into the influence of cues of 
disorder in the retail setting on unethical consumer behavior. Next, in chapter III we explore 
whether consumers who make an impulse purchase (i.e., who are under the influence of 
impulsive forces) are more likely to engage in unethical behavior. Finally, in chapter IV we 
investigate gender differences in unethical behavior. This chapter evolved from studies 
conducted for the other two chapters, during which we observed women behaving less ethically 
than men. Although it seems as if this final chapter looks into a demographic instead of a 
situational factor, the results show that this gender difference in unethical consumer behavior 
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is situation-specific. A short overview on the origin and the reasoning behind the three chapters 
included in this dissertation is presented below. 
2.1 Environmental norms and unethical consumer behavior 
The first antecedent of unethical consumer behavior that we explore is the condition of the 
store: Can cues of disorder in a retail setting provoke unethical consumer behavior? This study 
is inspired by research from the field of environmental psychology on the causes of urban 
deterioration. According to Broken Windows Theory (Wilson & Kelling, 1982), vandalism, 
littering, graffiti, and other forms of urban decay stem from an initial norm-violation that 
instigates subsequent norm-violations. For instance, Zimbardo (1973) found that an abandoned 
car will not be destructed until it bears visible cues of vandalism, while Samdahl and 
Christensen (1985) found that pick-nick tables with previous carving were much more subject 
to new carving than pick-nick tables without previous carving. In a similar fashion, Cialdini, 
Reno, and Kallgren (1990) found that littered settings were more prone to additional littering 
than clean settings. They argued that social norms, which are either descriptive (what is done 
by others) or injunctive (what ought to be done) norms, may have a large impact on behavior. 
In five studies, Cialdini et al. (1990) illustrate that depending on which norm is salient, an anti-
litter norm (e.g., swept litter) or a pro-litter norm (e.g., un-swept litter), people are more or less 
inclined to litter. 
However, Keizer, Lindenberg, and Steg (2008) contend that social norms alone are 
insufficient to explain the spreading of disorder. Specifically, norm-focus theory does not offer 
an explanation for the cross-norm effect: Observing one norm-violation (e.g., littering) leads to 
the violation of the same or a different norm (e.g., spraying graffiti, vandalism...). Instead, 
Keizer et al. (2008) suggest that the process behind this cross-norm effect is goal-driven: 
Observing that others did not do the right thing weakens the goal to act appropriately and fosters 
hedonic and/or gain goals which make individuals less inclined to do the right thing themselves 
(Lindenberg & Steg, 2007). In six studies, they found evidence for the cross-norm effect by 
showing that the violation of one norm lead to the violation of a different norm. However, there 
was no explicit evidence for the goal-driven mechanism behind this effect. In Chapter II of this 
dissertation, we replicate and extend the work of Keizer et al. (2008). More specifically, by 
comparing the degree of unethical consumer behavior in disorderly versus orderly retail 
settings, we show that the spreading of disorder effect also explains norm-violating behavior in 
(controlled) retail settings. In addition, we find tentative evidence for the proposed goal-driven 
mechanism.  
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2.2 Impulsiveness and unethical consumer behavior 
While Chapter II explores the impact of the store’s state on unethical consumer behavior, 
chapter III explores the impact of the consumer’s state. Consumer behavior is generally 
determined by the interaction of two systems: A fast system that generates automatic, intuitive 
responses aimed at immediate gratification (System 1 or the Impulsive system), and a slow 
system that generates reasoned, thought-through responses aimed at maintaining self-control 
(System 2 or the Reflective system) (Evans, 2003; Hofmann, Strack, & Deutsch, 2008; 
Kahneman, 2011; Strack & Deutsch, 2004; Strack, Werth, & Deutsch, 2006). Although both 
systems operate parallel, specific circumstances may cause one system to exert a greater 
influence on behavior than the other (Strack & Deutsch, 2004; Strack et al., 2006). Impulse 
buying is one of those specific circumstances. It occurs when a consumer perceives a product 
and immediately feels the need to possess it (Rook, 1987). This urge to buy is generated by the 
impulsive system. The reflective system, however, generates constraining factors that may or 
may not convince the consumer that the purchase may provide short-term benefits, but hinders 
the enactment of long-term goals (Strack & Deutsch, 2004; Strack et al., 2006). For instance, 
the idea of having a €400 smartwatch may be appealing, but you know that your partner would 
rather save this money to buy a new refrigerator. Whether consumers make an impulse purchase 
or not depends on the strength of the urge to buy and the salience of the constraints. 
Chapter III investigates whether consumers making an impulse purchase are more inclined 
to behave unethical than consumers making a regular, non-impulse purchase. This research was 
inspired by the results of an unrelated study in which participants were allowed to select a 
product for a specified budget. Compared to the participants who were instructed to choose 
among a set of plain products (e.g., pasta, rice, soup), participants who were instructed to choose 
among a set of impulse products (e.g., crisps, chocolate, candy) were more likely to violate the 
budgetary norm by selecting a product that was more expensive than allowed. Previous research 
indicates that the drivers behind impulse buying are similar to the drivers behind engagement 
in norm-violating behavior: a tendency toward self-indulgence and immediate gratification, a 
lack of self-control, and a disregard for future penalties (Baumeister, 2002; Dittmar & Bond, 
2010; Hofmann et al., 2008; Nagin & Pogarsky, 2003; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; Robbins & Bryan, 
2004; Wilson & Herrnstein, 1998; Wulfert, Block, Ana, Rodriguez, & Colsman, 2002). The 
results from the unrelated study suggest that those consumers who are mainly under the 
influence of the impulsive system are thus not only tempted to buy a product, but also tempted 
to cross a moral boundary. The results of two studies conducted in two different retail settings 
13
14 
testing two different kinds of unethical consumer behavior (actively and passively benefitting 
from illegal activities) confirmed this hypothesis. 
2.3 Gender differences and unethical consumer behavior 
Chapter IV was inspired by the surprising results from studies conducted for chapter II and 
chapter III. Specifically, the papers presented in these chapters each contain a study testing a 
passive form of unethical consumer behavior, namely passively benefiting from a cashier’s 
mistake in your favor. In both studies, we found a main effect of the manipulation under study 
(respectively cues of disorder for chapter II and impulse buying for chapter III), as well as a 
main effect of gender on engagement in unethical consumer behavior. As there were no 
significant interaction effects in neither one of the studies, this gender effect was independent 
from the experimental conditions. The most remarkable feature of this gender effect, however, 
was that we found that women behaved less ethically than men. Previous research on gender 
differences in ethics either found no gender differences or that men were less ethical than 
women (O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005). Consequently, there was no previous research that 
could explain these surprising findings.  
Nevertheless, there was one study that suggested gender differences in unethical behavior 
should be interpreted with caution. In particular, Dalton and Ortegren (2011) found that women 
were more inclined than men to provide socially desirable answers to questionnaires measuring 
(un)ethical intentions, and that this explained why certain studies found that women were more 
ethical than men. In particular, when they controlled for social desirability bias, Dalton and 
Ortegren (2011) demonstrated that the previously found gender differences in (un)ethical 
intentions disappeared. In a similar fashion, we suspected that there could be an alternative 
explanation for the gender difference in passively benefiting from a cashier’s mistake. The 
results from three follow-up studies confirmed our suspicion: The gender difference in unethical 
consumer behavior could be explained by a gender difference in assertiveness. Specifically, we 
demonstrated that women are less inclined to speak up to a cashier than men, irrespective of 
whether the cashier’s mistake is in their favor or not. Thus, women did not intend to passively 
benefit but were simply reluctant to speak up. Nevertheless, the result is in those situations were 
speaking up is required to prevent unethical behavior, one will observe a higher degree of 
unethical behavior among women than among men. In that sense, our findings illustrate a 
situation-dependent gender difference in unethical consumer behavior. 
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2.4 Dissertation structure 
The structure of this dissertation is summarized in Figure 1. The flowchart represents the 
conditions under which consumers are more inclined to behave unethically in the order of 
presentation in this dissertation. The dotted line departing from “what is the customer’s gender” 
represents the situational character of the unethical behavior explained above in section 2.3. 
This figure is by no means all-encompassing, as there could be interactions between the 
variables that were not investigated in this dissertation. Instead, the main purpose of this figure 
is to provide a quick, visual overview of the variables under investigation. In particular, this 
dissertation focused on the influence of cues of disorder (Chapter II), impulse buying (Chapter 
III), and gender (Chapter IV).  
Figure 1: The flowchart of situation-dependent unethical consumer behavior 
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3. APPENDIX
Below we include a comparison of the items from the original Consumer Ethics Scale (Vitell 
& Muncy, 1992) and the updated version used in the research of Mitchell et al. (2009) 
Table 1: Actively benefiting from illegal activities 
Vitell and Muncy (1992) Mitchell et al. (2009) 
Changing price tags on merchandise in a retail store. Changing price tags on merchandise in a store. 
Drinking a can of soda in a supermarket without 
paying for it. 
/ 
Using a long distance access code that does not 
belong to you. 
Using someone else’s phone to make a long distance 
call without permission 
Reporting a lost item as “stolen” to an insurance 
company in order to collect the money. 
Reporting a lost item as “stolen” to an insurance 
company in order to collect the money. 
Giving misleading price information to a clerk for an 
unpriced item. 
Giving misleading price info to a cashier for an un-
priced item 
Returning damaged goods when the damage was your 
own fault. 
/ 
/ Using an expired bus pass to cheat the bus driver 
/ Purchasing an item with the intention of replacing 
broken or spoiled parts 
Table 2: Passively benefiting from illegal activities 
Vitell and Muncy (1992) Mitchell et al. (2009) 
Getting too much change and not saying anything.  Receiving too much change and not saying anything. 
Observing someone shoplifting and ignoring it / 
Lying about a child‘s age in order to get a lower price Lying about a child’s age in order to get a reduced 
price 
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Not saying anything when the waitress miscalculates 
the bill in your favor. 
Not saying anything when the waitress miscalculates 
the restaurant bill in your favor. 
/ Taking advantage by buying more when the 
salesperson mistakenly gives a lower price on an item 
Table 3: Actively benefiting from deceptive (questionable) practices 
Vitell and Muncy (1992) Mitchell et al. (2009) 
Removing the pollution control device from an 
automobile in order to get better mileage. 
/ 
Breaking a bottle of salad dressing in a supermarket 
and doing nothing about it. 
/ 
Returning merchandise to a store by claiming that it 
was a gift when it was not. 
/ 
Stretching the truth on an income tax return. / 
Taking an ashtray or other “souvenir” from a hotel or 
restaurant. 
Taking towels from hotels or blankets from aircrafts 
as souvenirs 
Using a coupon for merchandise you did not buy. Using a coupon for a product you did not buy 
Using an expired coupon for merchandise Using an expired coupon when purchasing a product 
Joining a record club just to get some free records 
without any intention of buying records 
/ 
Not telling the truth when negotiating the price of a 
new automobile 
Not telling the truth about your financial position 
when negotiating the price of a new automobile 
Moving into a new residence, finding that the cable 
TV is still hooked up, and using it rather than signing 
up and paying for it 
/ 
Tasting grapes in a supermarket and not buying any. / 
/ Renting one double bed hotel room for more than two 
people 
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/ Lying about one’s age to get a pint of beer (underage) 
/ Using an interior designer’s idea, but not employing 
them to do the work 
 
Table 4: No harm/No foul 
Vitell and Muncy (1992) Mitchell et al. (2009) 
Using computer software or games that you did not 
buy.  
Using computer software or games that you did not 
buy (nor shareware or freeware) 
Recording an album instead of buying it Recording an album instead of buying it 
Returning an item after finding out that the same item 
is now on sale 
/ 
Returning merchandise after trying it and not liking it. Returning a product after trying it and not liking it 
Spending over an hour trying on clothing and not 
buying anything 
/ 
Taping a movie off the television Taping a movie off the TV 
/ Jumping queue when there is a long queue (e.g., as 
entering the nightclub) 
/ Taking the coins which are mistakenly left by others 
in a vending machine 
/ Not paying for travel fares (bus or train) if the 
conductor does not check 
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CHAPTER II 
A DIRTY STORE IS A COST FOREVER: 
THE HARMFUL INFLUENCE OF DISORDERLY 
RETAIL SETTINGS ON UNETHICAL 
CONSUMER BEHAVIOR2 
2 A shortened version of Chapter II is published as “Bossuyt, S., Van Kenhove, P., De Bock, T. (2016). A dirty 
store is a cost forever: The harmful influence of disorderly retail settings on unethical consumer behavior. 
International Journal of Research in Marketing, published online: 29 December 2015.” 
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CHAPTER II: A DIRTY STORE IS A COST FOREVER: THE 
HARMFUL INFLUENCE OF DISORDERLY RETAIL SETTINGS ON 
UNETICAL CONSUMER BEHAVIOR 
1. INTRODUCTION
Imagine that you are doing your groceries. As you walk through the store, you pass by 
different aisles. In one aisle, some boxes are standing around in disarray, while in another, some 
packages are ripped open. Moving further, you notice that the floor is sticky, because someone 
broke a bottle of salad dressing and did not bother to clean this up. At the check-out, one of 
your products is not scanned due to a technical error, causing a billing error in your favor. 
Would you report this to the cashier? The present research investigates whether cues of disorder 
in retail settings serve as a driver of unethical consumer behavior. Unethical consumer behavior 
can be defined as behavior that is in conflict with generally accepted norms and codes of 
conduct in exchange settings (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). This term 
covers a wide array of behaviors, which involve active (e.g. shoplifting) and passive 
transgressions (e.g. not reporting favorable billing errors) (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Vitell 
& Muncy, 1992).  
This paper is inspired by previous research on the impact of cues of disorder on norm-
violating behavior in urban environments. According to Broken Windows Theory (BWT 
hereafter), a single cue of disorder (e.g. litter, graffiti...) gives rise to subsequent disorderly 
behavior, which ultimately leads to urban deterioration. In spite of BWT’s popularity among 
policy makers, there was no empirical evidence that disorder spreads from a single norm 
violation to other, unrelated norm violations. In a highly influential paper, Keizer et al. (2008) 
demonstrated the causal relationship between cues of disorder and subsequent disorderly 
behavior in six experiments (see Table 7 in Appendix A for an overview). More specifically, the 
authors showed that people who observe that others violate(d) a certain norm (e.g. littering) are 
more likely to violate the same or other norms (e.g. stealing). In sum, the spreading of disorder 
originates from a cross-norm effect. 
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Although many different theories exist, the mechanism behind the spreading of disorder is 
still not clear. The initial idea behind BWT was that cues of disorder signal that previous norm 
violations were left unsanctioned, which conveys the idea that future norm violations will not 
be sanctioned either (Keizer et al., 2008; Keizer, Lindenberg, & Steg, 2013; Wilson & Kelling, 
1982). Another theory used to explain the spreading of disorder was norm focus theory (Cialdini 
et al., 1990). Depending on which norms are focal, behavior is guided either by descriptive 
norms, which communicate what others are doing or have done, or by injunctive norms, which 
communicate what is considered appropriate by others (Cialdini et al., 1990). For instance, in 
a littered setting, people are more inclined to litter because the descriptive pro-littering norm is 
focal. However, in a clean setting, people are less inclined to litter because the injunctive anti-
littering norm is focal. Nevertheless, both theories do not explain the cross-norm effect: Why 
does the observation of the violation of norm A lead to the violation of norm B? 
Keizer et al. (2008) suggest that the process behind the cross-norm effect and the spreading 
of disorder is goal-driven. Goals affect behavior by framing how people process information, 
which knowledge and attitudes become salient, how people evaluate the situation, and which 
actions are considered (Gollwitzer & Bargh, 1996; Lindenberg, 2001; Lindenberg & Steg, 
2007). Most goals can be classified into one of three overarching goal frames. First, the hedonic 
goal frame triggers actions aimed at making oneself feel better, mainly by avoiding negative 
things (e.g., avoiding effort). Second, the gain goal frame activates resource-related thoughts, 
making people more sensitive to maintaining or improving their personal resources. Third, and 
finally, the normative goal frame stimulates appropriate behavior, or behavior according to 
injunctive norms. Similar to norm-focus theory, goal-framing theory suggests that one goal may 
be more salient than the others, and thus execute a larger influence over behavior. Hence, Keizer 
et al. (2008) suggest that observing norm violations weakens the salience of normative goals, 
that stimulate people to do the right thing, and strengthens the salience of hedonic and gain 
goals, that stimulate people to do what makes them feel good (e.g. by being lazy and not making 
an effort to do the right thing) or to gain resources (Lindenberg & Steg, 2007). Although the 
goal-driven mechanism is consistent with their findings, there is no explicit evidence that this 
mechanism is actually at work in the experiments conducted by Keizer et al. (2008). 
The present study replicates and extends the findings of Keizer et al. (2008) by exploring 
whether the spreading of disorder effect drives norm-violating behavior in retail settings too. 
Building on the norm that a store should be clean, organized, and clutter-free (i.e. orderly), we 
investigate whether consumers are more likely to engage in norm-violating behavior while 
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shopping in a retail setting that violates this cleanliness norm. Based on the cross-norm effect, 
we expect that consumers who observe that others (such as staff or other consumers) did not 
respect the norm that a store should be kept clean are more likely to disrespect other norms as 
well. Such behavior that violates generally accepted norms of conduct in commercial 
environments is often referred to as unethical consumer behavior (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; 
Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Our hypothesis is thus formulated as follows: ‘Consumers shopping in 
a disorderly retail setting are more likely to engage in unethical behavior than consumers 
shopping in an orderly retail setting.’ 
This paper makes three important contributions to the field. First, by investigating the 
spreading of disorder in controlled circumstances where the likelihood of being sanctioned is 
equal in the orderly and the disorderly setting, this paper rules out an alternative explanation 
for the findings of Keizer et al. (2008). In particular, the cues of disorder in the experiments of 
Keizer et al. (2008) may have conveyed to people that previous norm violations were left 
unsanctioned and that they can violate additional norms with impunity (Keizer et al., 2013). 
Second, by investigating the impact of disorder cues in retail settings, we are able to investigate 
a different set of norm-violating behaviors and, in that way, assess the external validity of the 
findings of Keizer et al. (2008). Third, by exploring consumers’ thoughts and feelings in 
(dis)orderly retail settings, we gain insight into the mechanism behind the spreading of disorder. 
2. STUDY 1
2.1 Procedure 
The first experiment was set up to replicate the spreading of disorder effect in a retail setting. 
A sales booth selling bags of sweets was set up in the halls of a Western European university 
restaurant (see Figure 2 in Appendix B). This location was chosen because it regularly features 
sales booths. The experiment consisted of an orderly and a disorderly condition. In the orderly 
condition, the environment surrounding the sales booth was clean and the bags of sweets were 
orderly arranged. In the disorderly condition, the sales booth was surrounded by clutter and the 
bags of sweets were randomly scattered across the setting, which clearly deviates from the norm 
of how a clean sales booth should look like. We ran an online pre-test (N = 37; 23 females; Mage 
= 22.84, SDage = 1.94) to determine whether the disorder manipulation was successful. 
Participants saw pictures of either the disorderly (n = 19) or the orderly (n = 18) sales booth 
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and indicated to what extent they agreed with the statement “this sales booth gives an orderly 
impression” on a five point Likert scale, ranging from 1 “strongly disagree” to 5 “strongly 
agree.” The results confirmed that the disorderly sales booth (M = 1.11, SD = .32) was rated 
significantly less orderly than the orderly sales booth (M = 3.00, SD= 1.33), t(18.81) = 5.90, p 
< .001.   
The sales booth was manned by two female sales clerks, each positioned behind a table. 
One of them was occupied with the selling process, answering questions and referring 
customers to the second sales clerk, who was occupied with the cash register. A customer would 
thus choose a bag with the first sales clerk and then check it out with the second sales clerk. 
One bag of sweets was priced €1.20, which was clearly displayed on the sales booth. 
Nevertheless, the sales clerk would consistently undercharge customers €0.20 and say out loud 
“That will be € 1 please.” Not reporting a cashier’s mistake in your favor is classified as 
unethical consumer behavior (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). The other 
sales clerk kept track whether customers corrected the mistake made in their favor (yes= 1, no= 
0) and wrote down the sales booth’s condition (1= disorderly, 0= orderly).
2.2 Sample  
In total, 291 customers (students and university staff) bought a bag of sweets from our sales 
booth. Sixty-nine participants were excluded from the analysis because they paid the amount 
due before the cashier had the opportunity to make a mistake in their favor. In addition, 18 
participants were not included in the sample because they frequented the sales booth in group. 
Engagement in unethical behavior can be influenced by the presence of others (Gino, Ayal, & 
Ariely, 2009), and we wanted to avoid this potentially confounding factor. Our final sample 
consisted of 204 customers (79 females), of which 96 bought something from the disorderly 
sales booth.  
2.3 Results and discussion 
Confirming our hypothesis, results showed that customers shopping in the disorderly retail 
setting were more likely to engage in unethical behavior than customers shopping in the orderly 
retail setting: 59.38% of the customers did not report the cashier’s mistake in the disorderly 
retail setting compared to 43.52% in the orderly retail setting, Χ² (1, N = 204) = 5.11, p  = 0.024, 
V = 0.16. In addition to this analysis, we also conducted a binary logistic regression in order to 
explore the effect of gender on unethical consumer behavior. We did find a significant main 
effect of gender and a significant main effect of the store’s condition, but there were no 
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significant interactions. As these results fall beyond the scope of this chapter, we did not include 
them in this results section. The results of the binary logistic regression can be retrieved in 
Table 8 in Appendix D. The gender effect was investigated further in chapter IV in this 
dissertation. 
3. STUDY 2
The rationale for the second study was twofold. First, we wanted to show the robustness of 
the effect by replicating it in a different retail environment and with a different outcome 
variable. Second, we wanted to rule out the possibility that the findings from Study 1 might 
have been affected by self-selection bias. In particular, the disorderly sales booth might have 
been more appealing to nonchalant consumers who are probably less likely to notice a 
miscalculated bill, while the orderly sales booth might have been more appealing to organized 
consumers who are probably more likely to notice a miscalculated bill. 
We addressed both objectives by changing the environment from field to lab (to avoid self-
selection bias), and by altering the outcome variable to an active form of unethical behavior. 
We created a lab store that was set up either orderly or disorderly and explored whether the 
degree of unethical behavior was related to the store’s condition (see Figure 3 in Appendix C). 
We set up a pre-test (N = 90; 54 females; Mage = 20.52, SDage = 1.00) in which participants were 
instructed to walk around in the store and evaluate it on neatness and messiness. The pre-test 
ran for two days: Subjects participating the first day (n = 37) frequented the orderly store, 
subjects participating the second day (n = 57) frequented the disorderly store. We made a 
‘disorder’ construct (α = .91) out of three questions on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 10 (very 
much): “How neat is this store?” (reversed), “How messy is this store?” and “How well is this 
store managed?” (reversed). The results confirmed that the disorderly store (M = 7.38, SD = 
1.63) was considered significantly more disorderly than the orderly store (M = 2.81, SD = 1.45), 
t(88) = -13.67, p < .001.  
3.1 Procedure 
Participants entered a room adjacent to the lab store and were told they would participate in 
a shopping experiment. They were granted a shopping budget of €3.00 and were told they were 
free to choose whatever product(s) they liked. They were neither obliged to spend the entire 
budget, nor to choose products for a total value of €3.00. We told participants that, in order to 
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support realistic, unbiased product choices, full anonymity was guaranteed. More specifically, 
we made clear that we were only interested in aggregated data, not in individual purchases. 
Participants did not have to show whatever product(s) they bought in the store and could take 
these products home afterwards. The level of anonymity and fear of sanctions was thus equal 
in both conditions. Most products were worth around €1.00, €2.00, or €3.00. However, it was 
not possible for participants to buy products for the full shopping budget without cheating. 
Products worth around €1.00 were priced at €1.10, €1.20, €1.60, or €1.70. Products worth 
around €2.00 were priced at either €2.10, €2.40, € 2.50, or €2.60. Products worth around €3.00 
were priced at €3.10 or above. Participants went off to the lab store, selected their product(s), 
and returned to the adjacent room to participate in other (unrelated) experiments. During this 
latter phase, we unobtrusively checked which products had disappeared. Taking products for a 
value that exceeded the shopping budget was labelled as unethical consumer behavior.   
3.2 Sample 
Participants were 86 undergraduates from a Western European university (33 females) who 
took part in the experiment in exchange for partial course credit. The experiment ran for three 
days. Half of the participants (n= 43) frequented the disorderly store, the other half frequented 
the orderly store.   
3.3 Results and discussion 
As predicted, participants shopping in the disorderly lab store exceeded their budget more 
frequently compared to participants shopping in the orderly lab store: 23.26% of the customers 
took more products than their budget allowed in the disorderly lab store compared to only 
6.98% in the orderly lab store, Χ² (1, N = 86) = 4.44, p = 0.035, V = 0.23. These results provide 
additional support for our hypothesis that people are more likely to commit unethical behavior 
in disorderly than in orderly retail settings, and add credibility to the results of Study 1.   
In addition, we explored whether we could confirm the gender effect from Study 1. 
However, the results of a binary logistic regression showed no significant main or interaction 
effects with gender. The results of this analysis are included in Table 9 in Appendix E, as they 
fall beyond the scope of this chapter. Interestingly, these results indicate that although there 
seems to be a gender difference in passive unethical behavior, there is no gender difference in 
active unethical behavior.  
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4. STUDY 3
Study 1 and Study 2 demonstrated the spreading of disorder in retail settings. However, as 
there was still a lack of clarity on the mechanism behind our effects, we set up a qualitative 
study. The main purpose of Study 3 was to confirm that our results originated from a cross-
norm effect: Do consumers perceive a disorderly retail setting as a norm violation and does this 
make them more likely to violate norms themselves?  
4.1 Sample and procedure 
One hundred and fifty-two participants (106 females, Mage = 33.40, SDage = 15.49) took part 
in an online study. They were randomly assigned to the disorderly condition (n = 76), which 
featured pictures of a disorderly store, or the orderly condition (n = 76), which featured pictures 
of an orderly store. The disorderly store deviated from the norm that a store should be (kept) 
clean, as it featured products scattered across the shelves, opened packages, crumbs on the floor, 
and boxes standing in disarray. However, for the cross-norm effect to apply, the retail setting 
must not only contain signs of norm-violations, customers must recognize these violations. 
Therefore, we asked participants to describe what they saw on the pictures. We expected that 
participants in both conditions would mention the products in the shelves, but that participants 
in the disorderly condition would also be focused on the norm violations. Besides the “Describe 
what you see”-question, we also included a scenario question. We showed participants the same 
pictures as in the previous question and an accompanying scenario about a customer passively 
benefiting from a cashier’s mistake in his favor. Participants had to explain why they believed 
the customer in the scenario did not respond to the cashier. Based on goal-framing theory, we 
expected that participants in the disorderly condition would have a weakened normative goal-
frame (Keizer et al., 2008; Lindenberg & Steg, 2007). 
4.2 Results and discussion 
Results showed that the two conditions for the cross-norm effect to apply, namely norm 
violations are present and customers recognize them, were met. First, the answers to the 
“Describe what you see”-question confirmed that customers observed a norm-violation. When 
customers enter a store, they should be solely focused on the products. However, as can be seen 
in Table 5 below, participants in the disorderly condition were significantly less focused on the 
products than participants in the orderly condition. In addition, the former reported significantly 
more reactions containing disorder-related words than the latter. 
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Table 5: Reactions to the question “Describe what you see” 
Reaction to “Describe what you see” contains: Orderly store Disorderly store Proportion test 
Detailed product descriptions (which products, 
which brands, healthy or unhealthy products...) 51% 37%
Z = 2.150 
p = .032 
Global product descriptions (e.g. “products”, 
“food”, “variety” ...) 30% 18%
Z = 2.131 
p = .033 
Words expressing order (e.g. “structure”, “neat” ...) 9% 0%
Z = 3.336 
p = .001 
Words expressing disorder (e.g. “chaos”, “clutter”, 
“no overview”, “no structure” ...) 5% 38%
Z = 5.842 
p < .001 
A store for students 5% 8%
Z = .985 
p = .325 
Second, the answers to the scenario illustrate the presence of a cross-norm effect. As can 
be seen in Table 6, participants in the disorderly condition expressed that the store signals that 
others did not make an effort to keep the store clean, causing the customer to feel like he should 
not make an effort to report the cashier’s mistake. In addition, the items that indicate a moral 
justification for having taken too much change (e.g. “it is not such a huge loss for the store”, 
“the customer does not have a relationship with the store”) occur virtually only in the orderly 
condition. Apparently, participants in the disorderly condition feel less obliged to justify the 
immoral behavior than participants in the orderly condition. These results indicate that the 
normative goal frame is weaker in the disorderly condition compared to the orderly condition, 
which provides tentative evidence for the goal-framing mechanism proposed by Keizer et al. 
(2008). 
Interestingly, a group of participants remarked that the customer might not report the 
cashier’s mistake because he feels entitled to a compensation for the reduced shopping 
experience. This suggests that cues of disorder could have a negative effect on customers’ price 
expectations. Previous research on the impact of ambient cues on price acceptability showed 
that price expectations are, among others, related to store design, layout, colors and tidiness 
(Baker, Parasuraman, Grewal, & Voss, 2002; Grewal & Baker, 1994). Thus, cues of disorder 
might have an adverse effect on customers’ willingness to pay.  In addition, there might also be 
a retaliatory motive behind the behavior (Huefner & Hunt, 2000). Consumers shopping in the 
disorderly retail setting might want to punish the staff for not keeping their store clean. 
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5. CONCLUSION
The present research investigated whether cues of disorder in retail settings drive unethical 
consumer behavior. Three studies were set up to replicate and extend the work of Keizer et al. 
(2008), who demonstrated that disorder spreads from a single norm violation to subsequent 
norm violations. In two behavioral experiments, we showed that consumers shopping in stores 
that deviate from the cleanliness norm are more inclined to engage in other norm-violations 
than consumers shopping in stores that do not deviate from this norm. In addition, a qualitative 
study confirmed that our findings could be explained by a cross-norm effect and provided 
tentative evidence for the goal-framing mechanism suggested by Keizer et al. (2008). This 
research has different theoretical and managerial contributions that are elucidated in the next 
paragraphs. 
First, this research contributes to the field of environmental psychology by ruling out an 
alternative explanation for the results of Keizer et al. (2008). By demonstrating the spreading 
of disorder effect in controlled circumstances where the likelihood of being sanctioned is equal 
in the orderly and the disorderly setting, this paper rules out the theory that disorder spreads 
from one norm violation to another because cues of disorder signal that previous norm-
violations were left unsanctioned (Keizer et al., 2013). Another alternative explanation for the 
spreading of disorder is that people simply copy the norm-violating behavior of others (Cialdini 
et al., 1990; Keizer et al., 2008). However, this explanation is not consistent with the cross-
norm effect (i.e., the violation of norm A leads to the violation of norm B) that was 
demonstrated first by Keizer et al. (2008) and replicated in our experiments. In addition, the 
results from Study 3 indicate that the goal-driven mechanism suggested by Keizer et al. (2008) 
may be at work. However, future research is required to investigate other alternative 
explanations, such as retaliatory motives. Previous research on customer retaliation shows that 
dissatisfaction may give rise to unethical consumer behavior (Huefner & Hunt, 2000). In other 
words, customers may ‘punish’ the staff for not keeping their store clean. 
Second, the present findings contribute to the field of consumer ethics by improving our 
understanding of the possible causes of unethical consumer behavior. Knowing the 
circumstances under which consumers are more likely to commit unethical behavior is key, as 
many of these acts are not planned in advance (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004). In addition, this 
study indicates that unethical consumer behavior is committed by otherwise normal consumers. 
More specifically, the participants in our studies (and in the studies of Keizer et al. (2008)) were 
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no harsh criminals but people who were temporarily aroused to violate a generally accepted 
norm. Third, our findings add to the stream of research on ambient cues in retail settings. 
Ambient cues can have a major impact on consumer behavior (Turley & Milliman, 2000). 
Previous research had mainly explored the effects of positive ambient cues such as arousing 
scents (Bosmans, 2006; Chebat & Michon, 2003; Herrmann, Zidansek, Sprott, & Spangenberg, 
2013; Spangenberg, Sprott, Grohmann, & Tracy, 2006) and/or music (Mattila & Wirtz, 2001; 
Spangenberg, Grohmann, & Sprott, 2005) on positive behaviors such as increased spending or 
product evaluations. Negative ambient cues and negative behavior were still largely neglected 
in this literature stream. The present results addressed both gaps by exploring the effects of a 
negative ambient cue, disorder, on negative behavior, unethical consumer behavior.  
The main managerial contribution of this paper is that it warns retailers for the harmful 
impact of cues of disorder. Interestingly, the findings from Study 3 not only indicate that cues 
of disorder may provoke a cross-norm effect that leads to unethical consumer behavior, but also 
that customers feel entitled to a compensation for the reduced shopping experience. This latter 
finding suggests that cues of disorder could have a negative effect on customers’ price 
expectations. This conjecture is supported by research on the impact of ambient cues on price 
acceptability, which shows that price expectations are, among others, related to store design, 
layout, colors and tidiness (Baker et al., 2002; Grewal & Baker, 1994). Thus, cues of disorder 
might have an adverse effect on customers’ willingness to pay. Even though all of this seems 
straightforward, many retailers have trouble keeping their store clean and organized. For 
instance, recent consumer research indicates that congested and cluttered aisles make up the 
second largest complaint about supermarkets (ConsumerReports, 2014; Deutsch, 2014), and 
retail magazines regularly publish articles condemning the messiness of certain supermarkets 
(e.g. Loeb, 2013). 
Finally, this research was subject to some limitations that provide several avenues for future 
research. First, although this paper added to the knowledge on the mechanism behind the 
spreading of disorder, it is still not clear whether a goal-framing mechanism is at play. In Study 
3, we gained more insight into the thoughts and feelings of consumers confronted with cues of 
disorder by asking participants why consumers would behave unethically in a (dis)orderly retail 
environment. However, consumers may over rationalize their answers to such questions or even 
answer in a socially desirable way. Hence, a more subtle, implicit approach (e.g., IAT) may be 
more suited to investigate which processes are at play. Second, our samples mainly consisted 
of students. Given the well-established negative relationship between age and unethical 
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consumer behavior (Babakus et al., 2004; S. Fullerton & Neale, 2010; Muncy & Vitell, 1992; 
Rawwas & Singhapakdi, 1998; Vitell et al., 1991), future research could investigate how strong 
the cross-norm effect (both in retail and in urban environments) is for non-student populations. 
6. APPENDICES
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Appendix C 
Below we present the pictures from the experimental set-up of Study 2. 
Figure 3: Pictures Study 2 
Orderly retail setting 
Disorderly retail setting 
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Appendix D 
Below we present the results of the binary logistic regression conducted in Study 1. 
Unethical behavior (1 = unethical, 0 = ethical) 
Condition (1 = disorderly, 0 = orderly) ; Gender (1 = male, 0 = female) 
Table 8: Stepwise Binary Logistic Regression Chapter II Study 1 
STEP 1  
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -.26 (.19) 1.81 .179 .77 
Condition .64 (.28) 5.07 .024 1.90 
R² = .03 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(1) = 5.14, p = .023 
STEP 2 
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant .30 (.27) 1.21 .272 1.35 
Condition .62 (.29) 4.54 .033 1.86 
Gender -.89 (.30) 8.81 .003 .41 
R² = .09 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(2) = 14.20, p = .001 
STEP 3 
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant .36 (.33) 1.24 .265 1.44 
Condition .48 (.47) 1.04 .307 .37 
Gender -.99 (.41) 5.78 .016 .37 
Condition x Gender .22 (.60) .13 .719 1.24 
R² = .09 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(3) = 14.33, p = .002 
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Appendix E 
Below we present the results of the binary logistic regression conducted in Study 2. 
Unethical behavior (1 = unethical, 0 = ethical) 
Condition (1 = disorderly, 0 = orderly) ; Gender (1 = male, 0 = female) 
Table 9: Stepwise Binary Logistic Regression Chapter II Study 2 
STEP 1  
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -2.59 (.60) 18.72 .000 .08 
Condition 1.40 (.70) 3.99 .046 4.04 
R² = .09 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(1) = 4.65, p = .031 
STEP 2 
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -2.61 (.72) 13.07 .000 .07 
Condition 1.40 (.70) 3.99 .046 4.04 
Gender .03 (.64) .00 .965 1.03 
R² = .09 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(2) = 4.65, p = .098 
STEP 3 
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -2.71 (1.03) 6.88 .009 .07 
Condition 1.53 (1.18) 1.68 .195 4.62 
Gender .18 (1.27) .02 .886 1.20 
Condition x Gender -.21 (1.47) .02 .887 .81 
R² = .09 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(3) = 4.67, p = .198 
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CHAPTER III 
THE COMPELLING URGE TO MISBEHAVE : 
DO IMPULSE PURCHASES INSTIGATE 
UNETHICAL CONSUMER BEHAVIOR? 
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CHAPTER III: THE COMPELLING URGE TO MISBEHAVE: DO 
IMPULSE PURCHASES INSTIGATE UNETHICAL CONSUMER 
BEHAVIOR? 
1. INTRODUCTION
Impulse buying occurs when a consumer sees a product and feels a compelling need to buy 
it immediately (Rook, 1987). Impulse purchases are often unplanned and likely to cause a 
conflict between desire (short term temptations) and willpower (long term goals) (Baumeister, 
2002; Beatty & Ferrell, 1998; Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991; Rook, 1987; Yi & Baumgartner, 
2011). For instance, a piece of chocolate provides benefits in the short run (delicious taste, good 
mood), but detriments in the long run (unhealthy body weight). These conflicting emotions 
explain why consumers report both pleasurable feelings as well as negative emotions such as 
guilt or cognitive dissonance during the impulse buying process (Chatzidakis, Smith, & 
Hibbert, 2009; Rook, 1987). In sum, impulse buying has both positive and negative 
consequences for consumers. For retailers, however, it seems as if impulse buying has nothing 
but positive consequences. Impulse purchases are unplanned, additional purchases, which 
implies that they constitute an extra source of income for retailers. For instance, it is estimated 
that furniture giant IKEA derives 60% of its total sales volume from impulse purchases (Hill, 
2011).  
The present research explores whether there is a downside to impulse buying for retailers 
as well. More specifically, we investigate whether there is a relationship between impulse 
buying and unethical consumer behavior. Unethical consumer behavior is the generic term for 
immoral, norm-violating behavior posed in consumption situations (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 
1993, 2004; Vitell et al., 1991; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). This paper is inspired by the surprising 
results from an unrelated study during which we observed that participants shopping for 
products that are typically bought on impulse (i.e., fatty and sweet snacks) were significantly 
more likely to cheat to obtain a more expensive product than participants shopping for products 
that are typically not bought on impulse (i.e., plain, regular products). Although there is some 
evidence that engagement in norm-violating (criminal) behavior is correlated with an impulsive 
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personality, there is currently no evidence of a causal relationship between impulsiveness and 
norm-violating behavior (Horvath & Zuckerman, 1993; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; Utset, 2007; 
White et al., 1994).  
Impulsive individuals are characterized by self-indulgence, a lack of self-control, the 
inability to delay gratification, and a disregard for future penalties, which causes them to engage 
in (criminal) activities that provide quick wins (Nagin & Pogarsky, 2003; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; 
Robbins & Bryan, 2004; Wilson & Herrnstein, 1998; Wulfert et al., 2002). Consumers making 
an impulse purchase are characterized by similar tendencies: They seem to be driven by self-
indulgence (want to reward themselves), a lack of self-control (unable to resist temptations), 
the inability to delay gratification (want the product now), and a disregard for future penalties 
(unhealthy savings account, unhealthy body weight, etc.) (Baumeister, 2002; Dittmar & Bond, 
2010; Hofmann et al., 2008; Strack et al., 2006). This similarity between the drivers of norm-
violating behavior and the drivers of impulse buying inspires us to investigate whether 
consumers making an impulse purchase are more likely to engage in unethical behavior than 
consumers making a regular purchase. In sum, the purpose of this paper is twofold. First, we 
want to show that there is a downside to impulse buying for retailers. Second, we aim to 
demonstrate that the relationship between impulsiveness and engagement in norm-violating 
behavior is not only correlational, but also causal. 
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2.1 provides some theoretical 
background on the concept of impulse buying. Many different types of impulse buying exist, 
which makes it important to clearly define which type of impulse buying is investigated in this 
paper. Subsequently, section 2.2 illustrates the set-up and results of the unrelated study that 
inspired the present research. Next, section 2.3 illuminates the relationship between 
impulsiveness and norm-violating behavior. This section ends with a hypothesis on the link 
between impulse buying and unethical consumer behavior. Sections 3 and 4 describe the set-up 
and results of two behavioral experiments in two different retail settings that were set up to 
confirm this hypothesis. Finally, section 5 concludes. 
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2. LITERATURE BACKGROUND
2.1 Impulse buying 
Impulse buying is an umbrella term for a variety of impulsive buying behaviors. Stern 
(1962) described four types of impulse buying: pure impulse buying, reminder impulse buying, 
suggestion impulse buying, and planned impulse buying. These four types differ with respect to 
the timing (before or after entering the store) and the emotional character of the purchase 
decision (Bellenger, Robertson, & Hirschman, 1978; Duarte, Raposo, & Ferraz, 2013; Kollat 
& Willett, 1967). In this research, we focus on pure impulse buying. In this type of impulse 
buying the purchase decision is made after entering the store, making it highly susceptible to 
in-store stimuli which trigger emotional appeal (Duarte et al., 2013; Kacen, Hess, & Walker, 
2012; Stern, 1962). Many other, similar definitions of pure impulse buying exist, but in general 
Rook (1987, p. 191)’s definition is considered to be most complete:   
“Impulse buying occurs when a consumer experiences a sudden, often powerful and 
persistent urge to buy something immediately. The impulse to buy is hedonically 
complex and may stimulate emotional conflict. Also, impulse buying is prone to occur 
with diminished regard for its consequences.” 
Rook (1987)’s definition comprises two core components of impulse buying: The persistent 
urge to buy and the emotional conflict caused by this urge. Consumers making an impulse 
purchase are somehow drawn to a product they should not buy for a variety of reasons: dietary 
constraints, financial restrictions, lack of available space to store the product or the opinion of 
others (Chatzidakis et al., 2009; Dholakia, 2000). For instance, someone may be very tempted 
to buy a new pair of shoes, but they are too expensive and that person’s partner told him/her 
that he/she already has a lot of shoes.  
What is the origin of the buying impulse (the persistent urge to buy) and the accompanying 
emotional conflict? Different authors indicate that human behavior is the result of the 
interaction of two systems: a fast, automatic, intuitive system and a slow, effortful, reasoned 
system (Evans, 2003; Kahneman, 2011; Stanovich & West, 2000; Strack & Deutsch, 2004). 
These systems are often referred to as System 1 and System 2 (Evans, 2003; Kahneman, 2011; 
Stanovich & West, 2000) or as the Impulsive system and the Reflective system (Hofmann et 
al., 2008; Strack & Deutsch, 2004; Strack et al., 2006). Strack et al. (2006) applied this dual-
system theory to consumer behavior and in particular to impulsive buying behavior. They argue 
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that the impulse buying process is triggered by the visual perception of a product, which 
activates the impulsive system that causes consumers to process information automatically 
through an associative network of related experiences and behaviors. Consumers will recall 
previous episodes of consumption of these or similar products, which activates behavioral 
schemata related to the consumption of these products (Hofmann et al., 2008; Strack et al., 
2006). Consequently, the consumer experiences a strong urge to buy. However, the information 
generated by the impulsive system is soon complemented by additional information provided 
by the reflective system. This system serves regulatory and representational goals and causes 
the consumer to think about the feasibility and desirability of the behavior (Hofmann et al., 
2008; Strack & Deutsch, 2004; Strack et al., 2006). 
Although the impulsive and the reflective system operate parallel and both systems affect 
the final purchase decision, the contribution of each system may vary depending on situational 
or personal characteristics (Strack et al., 2006). Situational characteristics comprise product and 
retailing variables. Product variables are among others the potential of a product to activate 
visceral influences (Lades, 2014), the physical and temporal proximity of the product (Hoch & 
Loewenstein, 1991; Rook, 1987), and whether the product is easy and ready to use (Huber, 
2004; Strack et al., 2006). Products that possess one or more of these qualities, such as fatty 
and sweet snacks, tobacco and alcohol, fashionable clothing, watches or even cars, are more 
likely to be bought on impulse than others (Dittmar & Bond, 2010; Duarte et al., 2013; Lades, 
2014; Verplanken, Herabadi, Perry, & Silvera, 2005). Although product variables play the main 
role, retailing variables may also facilitate a buying impulse (Kacen et al., 2012; Stern, 1962). 
For instance, a prominent store display, mass distribution, and advertising may shift consumers’ 
attention in the direction of impulse products. In addition, a low price may convince the 
consumer that he/she should not feel guilty about overspending (Chatzidakis et al., 2009). 
Finally, personal characteristics may also play a role. Consumers who score high on impulse 
buying tendency, or the propensity to feel buying impulses and to act on them, are by definition 
more likely to experience a persistent urge to buy something spontaneously (Beatty & Ferrell, 
1998; Rook & Fisher, 1995; Verplanken & Herabadi, 2001). In sum, whether a consumer makes 
an impulse purchase or not is affected by different variables that influence the relative 
contribution of the reflective and the impulsive system.  
2.2 GSR study 
Different authors have described the impulse buying process as an emotional process 
characterized by a high level of arousal and tension (Hofmann et al., 2008; Rook, 1987; Strack 
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et al., 2006). In this section, we present the set-up and results of an unrelated study that 
attempted to make use of these characteristics to test the range and functionality of a wireless 
galvanic skin response (GSR) module. More specifically, this study was set up to assess whether 
this GSR module could be used to measure a consumer’s level of arousal in different 
consumption situations. Given the pervasiveness of impulse buying, with about 90% of the 
people admitting to make impulse purchases every now and then (Dittmar & Bond, 2010; 
Hausman, 2000), it seemed interesting to explore whether a GSR module could provide a 
physical measure of the arousal consumers feel when making an impulse purchase.  
The experiment involved a shopping task in a lab store that featured either visceral products 
(i.e., the impulse condition) or plain products (i.e., the control condition). Given the arousal-
provoking nature of the impulse buying process (Hofmann et al., 2008; Rook, 1987; Strack et 
al., 2006), it was expected that the GSR module could differentiate between participants from 
the former and the latter condition. In case the impulse manipulation would prove to be 
unsuccessful, the experiment also involved another element known to provoke arousal: norm-
violating behavior (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Horvath & Zuckerman, 1993). Participants 
were tempted to cheat and take more expensive products than their budget allowed. Hence, it 
was expected that participants who cheated would experience a higher level of GSR than 
participants who did not cheat. Overall, we expected to observe different levels of arousal 
depending on the different conditions (impulse, cheating; impulse, not cheating; control, 
cheating; control, not cheating). Although the GSR module failed to provide analyzable results 
due to connectivity issues, the study yielded an interesting result: Compared to the participants 
in the control condition, participants in the impulse condition committed significantly more 
norm-violations. The set-up and results of this study are explained in further detail in the next 
paragraph.  
2.2.1 Methods 
Students from a large Western-European university were invited to our lab to take part in a 
study to test a new wireless GSR module. Upon arrival in the lab, participants were greeted by 
the experimenter who clarified the purpose of the study. Subsequently, participants were 
instructed to sit in front of a computer screen and complete several tasks, among which a 
shopping task. During the shopping task, participants were instructed to select a product in a 
lab store that was set up in a room adjacent to the lab. We created two conditions in which 
participants are known to experience different levels of arousal: an impulse condition and a 
control condition. In the impulse condition, the lab store featured fatty and sweet snacks. These 
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products are known to simulate visceral influences and trigger the impulsive system (Dittmar 
& Bond, 2010; Duarte et al., 2013; Lades, 2014; Strack et al., 2006; Verplanken et al., 2005) 
(see Figure 4 in Appendix B). In the control condition, the lab store featured plain products such 
as rice, pasta, soup, etc. (see Figure 5 in Appendix B). Thus, the products in the impulse 
condition were much more likely to provoke a buying impulse than the products in the control 
condition.  
In addition, participants in the shopping task were tempted to violate a norm to obtain more 
products than allowed. Participants’ budget for the shopping task was determined by a lottery. 
They were instructed to draw a budget card from a pile of (unturned) cards (see Appendix A for 
more details). This was done to create the feeling that the budget assignment happened at 
random and that every participant received a different budget. In reality, every participant got 
the same budget: €1.99. The lab store featured three price levels: products were priced at €1, 
€2 or €3. Participants thus had two options: Either they obeyed the budgetary norm and chose 
a product for a value far below their budget (i.e., a product priced at €1), or they violated the 
budgetary norm and chose a product for a value slightly above their budget (i.e., a product 
priced at €2) or well above their budget (i.e., a product priced at €3)3. Taking a product worth 
€1 was coded as ‘obeying the norm’ (0), while taking a product worth €2 or €3 was coded as 
‘violating the norm’ (1). Participants went to the store (impulse or control), selected a product, 
and returned to the lab to remove the module, sign an attendance sheet, and receive their 
participation fee. After the participant left, the experimenter went in the store to check which 
product(s) had disappeared and to replenish the shelf.  
2.2.2 Results and Discussion 
In total, 66 participants (33 females; Mage = 21.17, SDage = 1.81) took part in the experiment. 
31 participants frequented the store with visceral products (i.e., the impulse condition), and 35 
participants frequented the store with plain products (i.e., the control condition). The 
experiment yielded some interesting behavioral results. In particular, we observed that 
participants shopping in the impulse condition were more likely to violate the budgetary norm 
than participants shopping in the control condition. That is, 51.61% of the participants in the 
impulse condition took a product that was more expensive than their budget versus only 28.57% 
of the participants in the control condition, Χ² (1, N = 66) = 3.67, p = .056, V = .24. We also 
3 This third price level was included to create the impression that every participant got a different budget, and thus 
that some got a budget of €3 or higher. None of the participants took a product worth €3. 
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conducted a binary logistic regression to investigate the effect of the participant’s gender. As 
these results fall beyond the scope of this chapter, they are included in Table 11 in Appendix E. 
These unexpected results were very intriguing and deserved further investigation. To our 
knowledge, there is no previous research in the field of consumer behavior on the impact of 
impulse buying on immoral behavior. Moreover, there is no evidence for a causal relationship 
between impulsiveness and norm-violating behavior. Previous research conducted in the fields 
of (neuro)psychology and criminology illustrated that impulsiveness can play a role in 
engagement in norm-violating or even criminal behavior. However, this relationship is 
correlational. The present findings suggest that the relationship between impulsiveness and 
immorality may be stronger than expected. The next section presents an overview of previous 
research on this topic, and ends with a hypothesis on impulse buying and unethical consumer 
behavior.  
2.3 Impulsiveness and Immorality 
Previous research from the field of criminology illustrated that impulsiveness plays an 
important role in norm-violating behavior (Pratt & Cullen, 2000; Utset, 2007). In particular, 
trait impulsiveness, or the propensity to act spontaneously without further thinking (Eysenck, 
Easting, & Pearson, 1984; White et al., 1994), is a significant predictor of delinquency (Horvath 
& Zuckerman, 1993; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; White et al., 1994). The idea behind this is that 
people with an impulsive personality are driven by self-indulgence, lack self-control, have 
issues with delaying gratification, and do not consider the consequences of their behavior, 
which makes them more likely to engage in criminal activities that provide quick profits 
(Enticott, Ogloff, & Bradshaw, 2006; Nagin & Pogarsky, 2003; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; Robbins 
& Bryan, 2004; Wilson & Herrnstein, 1998; Wulfert et al., 2002). Research from the field of 
neuropsychology indicates that these impulsive tendencies may be caused by dysfunctions of 
the brain’s frontal lobes (Fassbender et al., 2004; Moffitt & Henry, 1989; Smith, Arnett, & 
Newman, 1992; White et al., 1994). This would explain why engagement in criminal activities 
is often related to engagement in other behaviors that are characterized by self-indulgence and 
a tendency toward immediate gratification such as smoking, drinking, and gambling (Hirschi 
& Gottfredson, 2001; Pratt & Cullen, 2000).  
Although the relationship between trait impulsiveness and deviant behavior is well 
established, it does not necessarily imply that this relationship is causal. Trait and state 
impulsiveness are hard to compare, as trait impulsiveness is a stable personality trait while state 
impulsiveness is a transient state which emerges at a specific time in reaction to a specific event 
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(Lai, Ip, & Lee, 2011; Wingrove & Bond, 1997). Previous research that tried to compare the 
effects of state and trait impulsiveness was unsuccessful. For instance, Guerrieri et al. (2007) 
tried to establish a causal relationship between impulsiveness and food intake. The authors both 
measured and manipulated impulsiveness, but found that only trait impulsiveness significantly 
predicted food intake. They argued that although the results were not significant, they did 
believe the manipulated impulsiveness had affected food-intake but that the effect was too 
short-lived to yield significant results. Moreover, Guerrieri et al. (2007) put forward that there 
is a paucity of research on state impulsiveness and that additional research is needed to confirm 
whether or not state impulsiveness has similar effects as trait impulsiveness. In sum, previous 
research on the relationship between (trait) impulsiveness and delinquency seems insufficient 
to confirm the existence of a causal relationship between impulse buying and immoral behavior. 
Nevertheless, different elements indicate that impulsiveness may induce unethical 
consumer behavior. Fist, the correspondence in the mindset of someone who is making an 
impulse purchase and someone who engages in norm-violating behavior is striking: Both are 
driven by a tendency toward immediate gratification, a lack of self-control and a disregard for 
the consequences of their behavior (Baumeister, 2002; Dittmar & Bond, 2010; Enticott et al., 
2006; Hofmann et al., 2008; Nagin & Pogarsky, 2003; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; Robbins & Bryan, 
2004; Strack et al., 2006; Wilson & Herrnstein, 1998; Wulfert et al., 2002). As mentioned 
higher in section 2.1, consumer behavior, and human behavior in general, is determined by both 
impulsive and reflective forces, also known as System 1 and 2 (Evans, 2003; Hofmann et al., 
2008; Kahneman, 2011; Stanovich & West, 2000; Strack & Deutsch, 2004; Strack et al., 2006). 
Although both systems affect behavior, one system may gain the upper hand and execute a 
larger influence over the behavior (Strack & Deutsch, 2004; Strack et al., 2006). It seems that 
both consumers making an impulse purchase and people who engage in unethical behavior are 
mainly under the influence of impulsive forces. Consequently, consumers making an impulse 
purchase are temporarily in a mindset that is likely to stimulate unethical behavior. If such 
consumers are presented with the opportunity to take advantage from the situation, they may 
be more inclined to do so.  
Second, the idea that normal (i.e., non-criminal) consumers engage in unethical behavior 
because they are temporarily under the influence of an impulsive system is consistent with 
previous research on unethical consumer behavior. In particular, different studies indicate that 
many otherwise normal consumers commit unethical behavior once in a while. For instance, 
about 60% of the consumers admits to have shoplifted once in their lives (Klemke, 1982; Kraut, 
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1976; Strutton, Vitell, & Pelton, 1994). In addition, up to 70% of the consumers admits 
engaging in different forms of unethical consumer behavior apart from shoplifting (Mitchell et 
al., 2009). The vast majority of these consumers are not professional criminals (Cameron, 1964; 
Krasnovsky & Lane, 1998), but ordinary individuals who were tempted to violate a norm they 
respect most of the time. The idea of an impulsive “hot” state which generates quick and 
spontaneous responses aimed at self-indulgence and immediate gratification could explain why 
consumers engage in unethical consumer behavior (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 1993, 2004; 
Strutton et al., 1994).  
In sum, there are different indications that the results from the GSR study may not have 
been coincidental. The type of products in the impulse condition are known to stimulate visceral 
responses (Dittmar & Bond, 2010; Duarte et al., 2013; Lades, 2014; Strack et al., 2006; 
Verplanken et al., 2005), which may increase the relative contribution of the impulsive system 
compared to the reflective system. Consequently, participants’ behavior was aimed at 
immediate gratification with little or no regard for future consequences, which facilitated 
violating the budgetary norm. Participants in the control condition were less under the influence 
of impulsive forces, and therefore less inclined to violate the norm. Based on these results and 
building on previous research on impulsiveness and deviant behavior, the present research 
postulates that  consumers who are making an impulse purchase are more likely to engage in 
norm-violating behavior than consumers who are not making an impulse purchase. As impulse 
buying takes place in retail settings, we focus on a specific set of norm-violating behaviors 
posed in these settings, namely unethical consumer behavior (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 1993, 
2004; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Our hypothesis is thus formulated as follows:  
Hypothesis: Consumers making an impulse purchase are more likely to engage in 
unethical consumer behavior than consumers making a non-impulse purchase. 
Two behavioral experiments were set up to investigate this hypothesis. These experiments 
explored the impact of impulse buying in different retail settings on different forms of unethical 
consumer behavior. Study 1 examined whether the customers of a sales booth making an 
impulse purchase were more likely than customers making a regular, non-impulse purchase to 
engage in a passive form of unethical behavior (benefiting from a cashier’s mistake in your 
favor). Study 2 investigated whether the customers of a lab store making an impulse purchase 
were more likely than customers making a regular, non-impulse purchase to engage in an active 
form of unethical consumer behavior (violating a budgetary norm). This study had a similar 
set-up as the GSR study, but the threshold to engage in unethical consumer behavior was higher. 
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In other words, this study explored whether the effect also held for more severe forms of 
unethical consumer behavior. The set-up and results of these experiments are discussed in the 
next sections.  
3. STUDY 1
3.1 Methods 
A sales booth manned by two sales clerks was set up in various college halls of a large 
Western European university. The sales booth featured regular, non-impulse products, such as 
mugs, pencils, notepads, and markers (see Table 10 in Appendix C for the full list of products). 
These products were selected because they were useful for the target customers (i.e., students). 
In addition to these items, the sales booth featured one impulse product: a slice of freshly baked 
cake. Cake can be considered an impulse product, as it belongs to the product category of fatty 
and sweet snacks which are known to activate visceral influences (Dittmar & Bond, 2010; 
Duarte et al., 2013; Lades, 2014; Verplanken et al., 2005). In addition, some retailing variables 
were manipulated to stimulate the impulsive purchase of a slice of cake. More specifically, the 
cake was heavily promoted (customers who bought a slice of cake got two free Easter eggs4), 
inexpensive (€0.50), and well stocked (Dholakia, 2000; Rook & Fisher, 1995; Stern, 1962). 
These manipulations should shift the consumers’ attention to the product. Those consumers 
who bought the impulse product were more likely to be under the influence of impulsive forces, 
while those consumers who bought a non-impulse product were more likely to be under the 
influence of reflective forces (Strack et al., 2006).  
Unethical consumer behavior was measured as follows: Each time a single customer bought 
a product from the sales booth, the female sales clerk charged the customer some 20% less than 
the actual price of the product. For example, if a customer bought a slice of cake (priced at 
€0.50), the clerk would say out loud “40 cents, please.” The other clerk then kept track of 
whether the customer reported that the clerk had made a mistake. Not reporting a cashier’s 
mistake in your favor is unethical consumer behavior that has been classified by previous 
research as passively benefiting at the expense of others (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Mitchell 
et al., 2009; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Thus, a participant who reported the mistake was coded as 
4 The sales booth was set up in the Easter period, during which it is common to sell small chocolate Easter eggs. 
As this specific kind of candy is only available during this period, it is likely to provoke a buying impulse. 
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‘not unethical’ (0), while a participant who did not report the mistake was coded as ‘unethical’ 
(1). The price list was clearly displayed on the sales booth. Although we cannot exclude that 
some customers might not have seen the price list, these customers are expected to be equally 
divided across conditions.  
3.2 Results and Discussion 
In total, 172 customers frequented the sales booth. However, 18 customers were removed 
from the sample because they paid the exact sum before the cashier had the chance to make a 
mistake in their favor. The final sample consisted of 154 customers (80 females; mainly 
students aged between 18-25). 75% of the customers purchased cake, which indicated our 
impulse manipulations were successful in drawing customers’ attention. Results showed that 
customers who made an impulse purchase behaved less ethical than customers who made a 
regular purchase: 40.87% of the customers who made an impulse purchase failed to report the 
cashier’s mistake, versus only 17.95% of the customers who made a regular purchase, Χ² (1, N 
= 154) = 6.72, p = .010, V = 0.21. As explained above, not reporting a cashier’s mistake in your 
favor is considered unethical consumer behavior (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Vitell & 
Muncy, 1992). These results confirm the preliminary results from the GSR study as well as the 
hypothesis formulated above. 
 A binary logistic regression was conducted to examine the effect of gender on unethical 
consumer behavior. We did find a significant main effect of gender and a significant main effect 
of condition, but there were no significant interactions. These results were not included in this 
results section, as they fall beyond the scope of this chapter. They can be retrieved in Table 12 
in Appendix F. Together with the gender effect found in chapter II, this effect was investigated 
further in chapter IV in this dissertation.  
4. STUDY 2
Study 2 differed from Study 1 in two important ways. First, both the retail setting and the 
unethical consumer behavior under study were different. While Study 1 explored a passive form 
of unethical consumer behavior in a field setting, Study 2 explored an active form of unethical 
consumer behavior in a lab setting. Although passively benefiting from a cashier’s mistake is 
considered wrong by more than 80% of the consumers (Vitell & Muncy, 1992), the threshold 
to engage in this kind of unethical behavior is lower than the threshold to engage in active forms 
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of unethical behavior. Thus, we investigated whether impulse buying also provoked more 
severe forms of unethical consumer behavior. Second, participants in Study 1 were classified 
into the impulse or non-impulse condition based on their purchase behavior (i.e., self-selection 
in the conditions). In Study 2, we created two conditions: one impulse condition, in which we 
stimulated the impulsive system to gain the upper hand of the reflective system, and one non-
impulse condition, in which we stimulated the opposite. In other words, we stimulated impulse 
purchases in the impulse condition and regular, non-impulse purchases in the control condition. 
4.1 Methods 
Study 2’s sample consisted of 78 students (40 females; Mage = 20.70, SDage = 1.33), who 
participated in exchange for partial course credit. To avoid suspicion about the true purpose of 
the study, students were invited to the lab to take part in a series of experiments. This study was 
the first of this series and was labeled as the shopping task. Participants were told that a lab 
store was set up to explore which products were most popular among students. They were 
granted a budget of €3 to buy product(s) in this store and were informed that, in order to support 
realistic product choices, they could take the products home afterwards. Participants were free 
to choose whatever product(s) they liked. The store featured products worth €1.10, €1.20, €2.00, 
€2.10, €2.20, €3.10 or above. Consequently, it was not possible for participants to buy products 
for the full value of their €3 budget without cheating. Hence, as in the GSR study, participants 
had two options: Either they obeyed the budgetary norm and chose (a) product(s) for a value 
far below their budget, or they violated the budgetary norm and chose (a) product(s) for a value 
above their budget. Taking (a) product(s) for a value below the budget was coded as ‘not 
unethical’ (0), while taking (a) product(s) for a value above the budget was coded as ‘unethical’ 
(1). When a participant left the lab store, the experimenter went in the store to write down which 
products had disappeared and replenished the shelves.  
The experiment comprised two between-subjects conditions: an impulse buying (see Figure 
6 and Figure 7 in Appendix D) and a control condition (see Figure 8 and Figure 9 in Appendix 
D). In both conditions, participants received the same instructions explained above and the lab 
store featured the same shelf with the same products. The appearance of the store and the 
presentation of the products, however, was completely different in the impulse condition versus 
the control condition. In the impulse condition, we tried to stimulate the relative contribution 
of the impulsive system: The lab store featured promotions (e.g., “buy one, get one free!”) and 
food samples. The front side of the shelf was filled with impulse products (chocolate, cookies, 
candy, crisps, etc.), or products that have the potential to activate visceral influences and are 
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therefore more likely to provoke a strong buying impulse (Dittmar & Bond, 2010; Duarte et al., 
2013; Lades, 2014; Verplanken et al., 2005). Upon entering the store, participants were thus 
immediately confronted with a myriad of tempting products, interesting promotions, and taste 
samples. Non-impulse products (milk, cereal, rice, pasta, etc.), or products which are much less 
likely to be bought on impulse, were positioned at the back of the shelf. In the control condition, 
the lab store was plain (i.e., no promotions or samples), the non-impulse products were placed 
at the front of the shelf, and the impulse products were positioned at the back of the shelf. Upon 
entering the store, participants were thus faced with a myriad of utilitarian products. We 
expected that this would encourage them to think further about their purchase, and that upon 
confrontation with the impulse products at the back of the shelf, the reflective system would 
stimulate them not to give in to their temptations but to make a rational purchase decision. 
An online pre-test (N = 69; 50 females; Mage = 23.26; SDage = 3.53) was conducted to 
confirm that the products labelled as impulse products were actually significantly more likely 
to be bought on impulse than the products labelled as non-impulse products. Participants were 
randomly assigned to answer questions about either the impulse products or the non-impulse 
products that were to be sold in the lab store. They had to indicate if they had ever bought these 
products (or similar ones) and whether this was an impulsive purchase or not. More precisely, 
participants who indicated that they bought these products subsequently received the following 
question: “If you buy this product 10 times, how many times is it on impulse? Indicate on a 
scale from 0 to 10.” Product scores in both conditions were averaged to create an impulse index. 
As expected, impulse products (Mimpulse = 6.20; SDimpulse = 1.93) scored higher on this index 
than non-impulse products (Mnon-impulse = 3.19; SDnon-impulse = 1.82), t(67) = - 6.66, p < .001. 
4.2 Results and discussion 
First of all, we compared the purchase behavior of participants in the impulse condition 
with the purchase behavior of participants in the non-impulse condition. The results showed 
that our impulse buying manipulation was successful. In total, 139 products were sold (70 
impulse products and 69 non-impulse products). In the impulse condition, 65% of the products 
sold were impulse products, while this was only 31% in the control condition, Χ² (1, N = 139) 
= 16.05, p < .001, V = .34. These results indicate that participants in the impulse condition were 
mainly under the influence of the impulsive system, while participants in the non-impulse 
condition were mainly under the influence of the reflective system.  
Second, we explored whether participants in the impulse condition were more likely than 
participants in the non-impulse condition to engage in unethical consumer behavior. In the non-
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impulse condition, everybody obeyed the budgetary norm (i.e., 0% of the participants engaged 
in unethical consumer behavior). By contrast, in the impulse condition, 9.30% of the 
participants selected products for a value higher than their budget of €3. Thus, about 10% of 
the participants in the impulse condition engaged in unethical consumer behavior. The 
difference in unethical consumer behavior between the conditions was marginally significant, 
Χ² (1, N = 78) = 3.43, p = .064, V = .21. These results are in line with the results from the 
previous studies and confirm that the effect also holds for more severe forms of unethical 
consumer behavior. We also investigated whether there was a gender difference in unethical 
behavior, but the results were not significant, Χ² (1, N = 78) = 1.17, p = .279, V = .12. Finally, 
it should be mentioned that the behavior under study is quite severe. According to Vitell and 
Muncy (1992)’s classification, more than 90% of the people consider this kind of behavior to 
be very wrong. Therefore, it seems reasonable that only a limited number of people violated the 
budgetary norm.  
5. GENERAL CONCLUSION
As stated in the introduction, this paper served two main purposes. First, we aimed to 
demonstrate that impulse buying may not only be harmful to consumers, who give in to short-
term temptations and forgo on their long-term goals, but also to retailers. Although retailers 
may consider impulse purchases as an extra source of income, our findings indicate that impulse 
purchases may also be an extra source of loss. Second, we wanted to prove the existence of a 
causal relationship between impulsiveness and immorality. Previous research indicated that an 
impulsive personality significantly predicts delinquency. However, there was no evidence that 
impulsiveness caused engagement in norm-violating behavior. The results of two behavioral 
experiments in which impulsiveness was manipulated instead of measured demonstrate this 
causal relationship. The dual purpose of this paper implies that our results have important 
implications for both researchers and practitioners.  
The present research advances the knowledge on impulse buying by exploring consumer 
behavior in a previously under-researched phase in the impulse buying process. Previous 
research in this field either focused on the antecedents of impulse buying, that is the formation 
of a buying impulse (e.g., Beatty & Ferrell, 1998; Dholakia, 2000), or on post-purchase 
consequences for consumers, such as financial harm (Rook, 1987), cognitive dissonance 
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(Chatzidakis et al., 2009; Dholakia, 2000; Sweeney, Hausknecht, & Soutar, 2000), or 
compulsive buying disorder (Black, 2007). The present research takes a different approach by 
focusing on the post-decisional phase of the impulse buying process. This phase is situated 
immediately after the decision to buy something on impulse, but before the product is checked 
out at the cash register. Three theoretical contributions follow from focusing on this phase of 
the impulse buying process.  
First, investigating the behavior of consumers who decided to buy something on impulse 
required solid impulse purchase manipulations. To our knowledge, such manipulations did not 
exist. Hence, this study contributes to the prevailing literature by successfully manipulating 
impulse purchases in different retail settings. Second, previous research on impulse buying 
mainly relied on survey research conducted after consumers left the store (e.g., mall-intercept 
interviews). The present study differs from this kind of research by investigating actual behavior 
of consumers who decided to buy something on impulse. This research method yielded very 
interesting insights into the impulse buying process. In particular, this paper is the first to show 
that consumers making an impulse purchase are more likely to engage in unethical behavior 
than consumers making a regular purchase. This dark side of impulse buying could not have 
been discovered by previous research, which focused on the antecedents or post-purchase 
consequences of impulse buying.  
Third, this research advanced the knowledge on the relationship between impulsiveness and 
immoral behavior. Previous research on this topic was mainly conducted in the field of 
criminology or (neuro)psychology. Specifically, earlier studies found that impulsiveness was a 
significant predictor of delinquency (Horvath & Zuckerman, 1993; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; White 
et al., 1994). However, the evidence was correlational rather than causal. The present research 
addressed this gap in the literature by manipulating instead of measuring impulsiveness and 
showing that participants who were mainly under the influence of impulsive forces were more 
likely to engage in norm-violating behavior compared to participants who were not mainly 
under the influence of such forces. These findings deepen the insight into the relationship 
between impulsiveness and immorality. 
Next, our findings contribute in several ways to the field of consumer ethics. First, by 
showing that normal consumers engage in unethical behavior in everyday purchase situations, 
this research adds to the idea that unethical consumer behavior is not a marginal phenomenon 
(R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Strutton et al., 1994). Previous research indicates that many 
consumers engage in unethical consumer behavior once in a while (Cox, Cox, & Moschis, 1990; 
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Klemke, 1982; Mitchell et al., 2009; Strutton et al., 1994). However, there are various issues 
with these studies. They are often outdated and based on estimates, or they rely on survey 
research, which is very susceptible to social desirability bias (Dalton & Ortegren, 2011). The 
present research resolves these issues by measuring actual behavior instead of attitudes or 
intentions.  
Second, this study adds to research on the classification of unethical consumer behavior 
based on the person who initiated the act (active versus passive unethical behavior), the 
perceived illegal character of the act, and the perceived (in)direct damage caused by the act 
(Dodge et al., 1996; Mitchell et al., 2009; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Vitell and Muncy (1992) 
showed that people are less tolerant for active forms of unethical consumer behavior, such as 
shoplifting or changing the price tag of an item, than for passive forms of unethical consumer 
behavior, such as failing to report a cashier’s mistake in your favor or not reporting receiving 
too much change. In addition, they also demonstrated that the perceived illegal character of the 
unethical act as well as the inflicted harm also affect acceptance. For instance, “tasting grapes 
in the supermarket and not buying any” is considered more acceptable than “drinking a can of 
soda in the supermarket without paying for it” (Vitell & Muncy, 1992).  
The present study adds behavioral evidence to these findings by showing that the threshold 
to commit an active form of unethical behavior was much higher than the threshold to commit 
a passive form of unethical behavior. More specifically, 35% of the participants (across 
conditions) in Study 1 engaged in a passive form of unethical behavior, while only 5% of the 
participants (across conditions) in Study 2 engaged in an active form of unethical behavior. 
Interestingly, the results of the GSR study confirm that the perceived illegal character of the act 
as well as the inflicted harm may also play an important role. Even though the GSR study tested 
an active form of unethical consumer behavior, 39% of the participants (across conditions) 
engaged in unethical consumer behavior. Probably, the unethical consumer behavior in the GSR 
study was considered less illegal and less harmful than the behavior in Studies 1 and 2, which 
lowered the threshold to engage in it.  
Finally, our results have important implications for retailers. First, the results of our studies 
illustrate there may be a dark side to impulse buying, as consumers making an impulse purchase 
are more likely to engage in unethical behavior. Whether the benefits of impulse buying 
outweigh the costs is unclear, but the findings of this paper indicate that retailers should 
consider this dark side before excessively stimulate impulse buying. Second, the results of this 
study stress the importance of having an error-free check-out system. The results of Study 1 
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show that many customers will not report errors made in their favor. As the threshold to 
passively benefit at the expense of the seller is not high, these errors may create a lot of hassle 
for retailers. Third, and more in general, this paper shows that retailers should not only be wary 
of professional shoplifters, but also of ordinary consumers, who are tempted to cross a moral 
boundary once in a while. Instead of installing cues that stimulate the impulsive system, e.g. 
attractive sales displays and promotions, retailers who want to avoid unethical behavior should 
install cues that stimulate the reflective system. However, this depends on which trade-off 
retailers want to make: more sales and more unethical behavior, or less sales and less unethical 
behavior. 
The present findings are subject to certain limitations that provide opportunities for future 
research. First, the impulse products in our studies were fatty and sweet snacks. Mainly because 
of budgetary reasons, the current study did not look into other categories of impulse products 
such as clothes or shoes. Future research could investigate whether the link between impulse 
buying and unethical consumer behavior also holds for non-food impulse products. In general, 
it would be interesting to explore if the effect holds in other retail settings besides supermarkets. 
Second, additional research is needed to further explore the relationship between impulsiveness 
and deviant behavior. The present research focused solely on impulsiveness in a consumer 
context. However, it could be interesting to explore the causal relationship between 
impulsiveness and overeating, gambling, drinking, or other deviant behaviors. More 
specifically, additional research that manipulates impulsiveness in other ways is necessary to 
confirm previously established correlational relationships. Third, and related, we did not 
include a measure of trait impulsiveness in our studies. Not only because timing would have 
been an issue (especially in Study 1), but more so because there is a lack of consensus on which 
measurement scale is optimal for which situation (Wingrove & Bond, 1997).  
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6. APPENDICES
Appendix A 
Participants received the following instructions in the shopping task. 
This is ‘the shopping task’ 
The university has a lot of products left over from previous experiments that it wants to 
distribute among students. As the products have different values, we organize a lottery to decide 
for which budget you may choose a product to take home.  
You are instructed to go to the experimenter to draw a card from the lottery. You do not have 
to show this card to the experimenter. The experimenter will guide you to the lab store, which 
is located in a room adjacent to the lab. In this store, you will find a shelf featuring some 
products for different values. You may choose any product you like that fits within the budget 
on your lottery card. Take your product and leave the lottery card in the designated box. When 
you are done, return to the lab to remove the GSR appliance, sign the attendance sheet, and 
receive your attendance fee.  
Every participant got the same budget. To reduce suspicion, the box wherein participants had 
to drop their budget card was open and featured other budget cards, supposedly from other 
participants. Each time a participant left the lab store, the experimenter swapped this 
participant’s budget card with another one. 
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Appendix E 
Below we present the results of the binary logistic regression conducted in the GSR study. 
Unethical behavior (1 = unethical, 0 = ethical) 
Condition (1 = impulse, 0 = control) ; Gender (1 = male, 0 = female) 
Table 11: Stepwise Binary Logistic Regression Chapter III - Study GSR 
STEP 1  
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -.92 (.37) 6.00 .014 .40 
Condition .98 (.52) 3.57 .059 2.67 
R² = .07 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(1) = 3.68, p = .055 
STEP 2 
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -1.47 (.52) 8.05 .005 .23 
Condition 1.12 (.54) 4.25 .039 3.06 
Gender .94 (.54) 2.96 .085 2.55 
R² = .13 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(2) = 6.77, p = .034 
STEP 3 
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -1.95 (.76) 6.63 .010 .14 
Condition 1.83 (.90) 4.14 .042 6.22 
Gender 1.63 (.89) 3.36 .067 5.09 
Condition x Gender -1.22 (.15) 1.14 .287 .30 
R² = .15 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(3) = 7.95, p = .047 
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Appendix F 
Below we present the results of the binary logistic regression conducted in Study 1. 
Unethical behavior (1 = unethical, 0 = ethical) 
Condition (1 = impulse, 0 = control) ; Gender (1 = male, 0 = female) 
Table 12: Stepwise Binary Logistic Regression Chapter III - Study 1 
STEP 1  
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -1.52 (.42) 13.27 .000 .22 
Condition 1.15 (.46) 6.30 .012 3.16 
R² = .06 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(1) = 7.62, p = .007 
STEP 2 
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -1.25 (.43) 8.36 .004 .29 
Condition 1.30 (.47) 7.58 .006 3.65 
Gender -.84 (.36) 5.48 .019 .41 
R² = .11 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(2) = 12.92, p = .002 
STEP 3 
Variable B (SE) Wald p Exp(B) 
Constant -1.34 (.50) 7.06 .008 .26 
Condition 1.41 (.57) 6.10 .013 4.05 
Gender -.54 (.91) .35 .556 .59 
Condition x Gender -.358 (.99) .13 .718 .70 
R² = .11 (Nagelkerke). Model Χ²(3) = 13.05, p = .005 
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CHAPTER IV 
ASSERTIVENESS BIAS IN GENDER ETHICS 
RESEARCH : WHY WOMEN DESERVE THE 
BENEFIT OF THE DOUBT5 
5 Chapter IV is accepted for publication in the Journal of Business Ethics 
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CHAPTER IV: ASSERTIVENESS BIAS IN GENDER ETHICS 
RESEARCH: WHY WOMEN DESERVE THE BENEFIT OF THE 
DOUBT 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Gender is one of the most researched topics in the consumer ethics domain. Even though no 
consensus exists on which gender is the “most unethical,” it is often presumed and found that 
women are more ethical than men (Ford & Richardson, 1994; O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005). 
Women often get the benefit of the doubt because of their reputation for having a selfless, 
sensitive nature (Eckel & Grossman, 1998; Vermeir & Van Kenhove, 2007). Although some 
studies failed to find a gender difference, studies that have found a difference concluded that 
women are more ethical than men (Ford & Richardson, 1994; O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005). 
Although there may be some basis to the assumption that women are less likely to engage 
in unethical behavior than men, reasons exist to doubt the results of previous studies. In 
particular, the vast majority of these studies used questionnaires measuring ethical intentions 
or tolerance toward unethical acts (Ford & Richardson, 1994; O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005). 
Unfortunately, questionnaires focusing on sensitive issues, such as unethical behavior, are very 
susceptible to socially desirable responses (Dalton & Ortegren, 2011; Randall & Fernandes, 
1991). Dalton and Ortegren (2011) demonstrated that the relation between gender and moral 
decision making is mainly influenced by a social desirability response bias. In other words, 
women owe their ethical reputations to their tendency to answer in socially desirable ways.  
Behavioral experiments are often considered to be a way to address the issue of socially 
desirable responding. Nevertheless, this study reveals that these experiments may not be free 
from bias. In two unrelated field experiments investigating a passive form of unethical 
consumer behavior, we observed that women behaved less ethically than men. However, three 
follow-up studies demonstrate that this gender difference in unethical behavior can be explained 
by a gender difference in assertiveness. This study emphasizes that there is more than meets the 
eye in gender ethics research and highlights the importance of controlling for gender differences 
in assertiveness.  
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The remainder of this study is organized as follows. The next section overviews previous 
studies on gender differences in morality. It is followed by a comparison of results from recently 
conducted behavioral experiments. We then discuss the research methodology and results from 
three follow-up studies. This study concludes by reviewing the results and providing 
recommendations for future research in gender ethics. 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
The relation between gender and morality has received attention from many scholars in 
recent decades. In general, the results of these studies have been mixed. Reviews reveal that 
approximately 50% of the studies found no significant gender differences (Ford & Richardson, 
1994; Loe, Ferrell, & Mansfield, 2000; O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005). Interestingly, studies 
that have found significant differences all concluded that women are morally superior to men 
(O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005). For instance, various studies revealed that women have fewer 
intentions to engage in unethical behavior than men (Bateman & Valentine, 2010; Cohen, Pant, 
& Sharp, 2001; Singhapakdi, 1999; Valentine & Rittenburg, 2007). Other studies indicate that 
women are less tolerant of questionable acts than men (Atakan, Burnaz, & Topcu, 2008; 
Lindenmeier, Schleer, & Pricl, 2012; Reiss & Mitra, 1998) or that women have a higher moral 
sensitivity than men (Meyers-Levy & Loken, 2015; Simga-Mugan, Daly, Onkal, & Kavut, 
2005; You, Maeda, & Bebeau, 2011).  
The idea of women being more ethical than men is mainly supported by studies on gender 
differences in personality. More specifically, most studies build on the gender socialization 
theory or the idea that men and women possess different traits and values that translate into 
different moral orientations (Eagly, 1987; Roxas & Stoneback, 2004; Vermeir & Van Kenhove, 
2007). According to this theory, women are characterized by communal traits, such as helping 
others and managing harmonious relations, whereas men are typified by agentic traits, such as 
assertiveness and competitiveness (Betz, O'Connell, & Shepard, 1989; Eagly, 1987; Gilligan, 
1982; Roxas & Stoneback, 2004). In addition, this theory posits that women are sensitive, other 
oriented, and likely to stick to rules, whereas men are rational, individualistic, and likely to 
break rules (Roxas & Stoneback, 2004; Vermeir & Van Kenhove, 2007). Consequently, the 
gender possessing the most ethical traits is considered the most ethical gender.  
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Although the gender socialization theory has been criticized (e.g. Jaffee & Hyde, 2000; 
Mason & Mudrack, 1996; Walker, 2006), some studies have supported parts of the theory. First, 
several studies have demonstrated that women are more altruistic than men. For instance, Eckel 
and Grossman (1998) revealed that women act less selfish than men in double-anonymous 
dictator games. In addition, Erat and Gneezy (2012) revealed that women exhibit stronger 
altruistic preferences compared with men, in the sense that they are significantly more willing 
to tell lies that harm themselves a little but help others a lot (i.e., altruistic lies). In general, 
evidence reveals that women are more other oriented and empathetic than men (Klein & 
Hodges, 2001; Meyers-Levy & Loken, 2015). Second, a vast stream of literature exists on 
prescriptive and proscriptive gender traits. Women are supposed to be warm, unselfish, and 
sensitive to others, whereas men are expected to be assertive, competitive, and independent 
(Parks-Stamm, Heilman, & Hearns, 2008; Prentice & Carranza, 2002; Rudman & Glick, 2001; 
Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012). Women who exhibit more masculine traits 
are likely to receive backlash and are therefore encouraged to meet the prescriptive traits 
(Nguyen, Basuray, Smith, Kopka, & McCulloh, 2008). In sum, even if women are intrinsically 
not morally superior to men, they face more external pressure to behave ethically.  
2.1. Social Desirability Response Bias 
In addition to the gender differences in personality discussed in the previous paragraph, 
another variable may explain why women appear to be more ethical than men. In particular, 
women are more prone to provide socially desirable answers than men (Bernardi, 2006; 
Bernardi & Guptill, 2008; Schoderbek & Deshpande, 1996). This is relevant because most 
studies that investigated gender differences in ethical conduct used self-reported data, which is 
highly susceptible to a social desirability response bias (Bernardi, 2006; Dalton & Ortegren, 
2011; Randall & Fernandes, 1991). Dalton and Ortegren (2011) examined whether gender 
differences in ethical decision making can be explained by gender differences in socially 
desirable responding. Using 30 scenarios that were previously used in various studies on gender 
differences in morality, they demonstrated that the previously found gender differences largely 
disappear when controlling for socially desirable responding. These results suggest that gender 
differences in morality may not be as prominent as previously assumed.  
To obtain a more impartial view of the relation between gender and morality, Dalton and 
Ortegren (2011) proposed several solutions to manage social desirability response bias. One 
obvious solution is to apply the same method but control for socially desirable responses by 
including Paulhus (1988) impression management scale in the analysis. In addition, Dalton and 
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Ortegren (2011) advised the use of indirect, instead of direct, questioning. Another even more 
highly recommended solution is to investigate behavior instead of intentions. Besides resolving 
issues with socially desirable responding, this method also resolves issues with belief–
intention–behavior inconsistency (Sheeran & Abraham, 2003). Most studies in the ethics 
domain measure intentions instead of actual behavior, whereas studies have shown that a 
significant gap exists between intentions and behavior (Sheeran & Abraham, 2003; Vitell, 
2003). In conclusion, there is a need for more behavioral experiments in ethics research. 
2.2 Behavioral Experiments 
As discussed in the previous paragraph, several arguments exist in favor of conducting 
behavioral experiments in ethics research. In the next sections, we will discuss two unrelated 
field experiments that were conducted to investigate circumstances under which consumers 
were more likely to engage in unethical behavior. Although an investigation of gender 
differences was not the main purpose of these experiments, we tracked the participants’ genders 
and found that women behaved less ethically than did men. In the next sections, we will discuss 
the design and results of these experiments. 
2.2.1 Design  
Two unrelated field experiments were set up to investigate the effect of certain situational 
factors on unethical consumer behavior. Each of the two experiments lasted for approximately 
two weeks. The second experiment was executed approximately a year after the first. Although 
the experiments were conducted for different research projects, the design was similar. 6 
Specifically, a sales booth featuring small, inexpensive products was set up in the halls of 
several university buildings at a large Western European university. The booth was manned by 
two female clerks: one operated the cash register and the other took care of supplies and tracked 
customers’ characteristics. Each time a customer purchased something from the booth, the 
cashier made a mistake in the customer’s favor. More precisely, the cashier stated, “That will 
be ... euros please” and charged the customer approximately 20% less than he or she actually 
owed. The other sales clerk tracked the customers’ genders (1 = male, 0 = female) and whether 
customers reported the mistakes (1 = yes, 0 = no). Not reporting a cashier’s mistake in one’s 
favor can be seen as passively benefiting at the expense of others, thus serving as a form of 
unethical consumer behavior (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). 
6 In both experiments, the main effect of the environmental manipulation and the gender effect was significant. 
However, because there were no significant interaction effects, these manipulations are not discussed here in detail. 
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2.2.2 Results 
Because the sales booths were set up in the same type of environment (university buildings), 
both experiments have similar sample constitutions. In particular, the sales booths’ clienteles 
consisted of students and university staff. We discovered a significant gender difference in each 
of the two experiments. In the first experiment (N = 154; 52% female), significantly more 
females (42.50%) than males (27.03%) did not report the sales clerk’s mistake (Χ² (1, N = 154) 
= 4.04, p = 0.04, V = 0.16). In the second experiment (N = 204; 39% female), nearly two-thirds 
of the female participants (64.56%) did not report the sales clerk’s mistake, compared with only 
42.40% of the male participants (Χ² (1, N = 204) = 9.51, p = 0.002, V = 0.22). A meta-analysis 
of the two studies confirmed the direction and magnitude of the effect (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). 
The mean effect size (summary odds ratio) across the two studies was −.81 (z = −3.62; p < .001; 
95% CI [−1.26, −.37]). To our knowledge, these studies constitute the first behavioral evidence 
of females being less ethical than males. 
 
3. FOLLOW-UP STUDIES 
 
Because there is no previous literature showing a higher degree of unethical behavior in 
women than in men, it is difficult to explain the findings discussed above. For the same reason, 
it is difficult to draw hard conclusions. Inspired by the research of Dalton and Ortegren (2011), 
who examined gender differences in socially desirable responses to explain why men appear to 
be less ethical than women, we explore whether our results could be explained by a third 
variable. In the next sections, we will discuss three follow-up studies. Study 1a and 1b use 
picture-guided scenarios to gain deeper insights into consumers’ thoughts when they are offered 
the opportunity to benefit from a cashier’s mistake. Study 2 builds on these studies and seeks 
behavioral evidence for the results.  
3.1 Study 1a 
The purpose of Study 1a was to gain an overview of the thoughts and feelings of consumers 
faced with an opportunity to benefit from a mistake made in their favor. To this end, we 
conducted a qualitative study. Specifically, we showed participants a scenario in which a 
cashier miscalculated the bill in the customer’s favor and asked them to complete the story with 
the customer’s reaction. 
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3.1.1 Design 
We created a scenario allowing participants to imagine themselves being faced with the 
opportunity to benefit from a cashier’s mistake to gain insight into the mental processes of the 
customers who participated in our field studies. Participants entered the lab room and read the 
following instructions on the computer screen:  
“In a few moments, you will see a picture-guided story about a customer in a grocery 
store. Look at the pictures and read the accompanying text carefully. In the end, you 
will be asked to complete one of the text bubbles. There is no right or wrong answer. Do 
not overthink your answer; just write down what comes to your mind. This survey is 
fully anonymous; the only information that will be asked is gender and age. Please 
answer truthfully!”  
Next, participants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions: a scenario with a 
male cashier or a scenario with a female cashier. We created both scenarios to achieve a general 
overview of the potential reactions. The respondents continued with the experiment and saw 
pictures of a simulated store environment. The first picture showed either a male or a female 
customer browsing the shelves, guided by the text, “A man (woman) is going to the store to buy 
frozen pizza. He (She) browses the shelves and decides to buy a pizza Quattro Stagioni.” The 
next picture showed the customer reaching a checkout counter manned by either a male or a 
female cashier. This picture was accompanied by the text, “The pizza costs €4.99. The man 
(woman) continues to the checkout counter to pay. The cashier calculates the bill.” The final 
picture showed the cashier saying, “That will be €3.99 please.” The text bubble for the 
customer was empty and the guiding text stated, “The cashier clearly made a mistake while 
calculating the bill and undercharged the customer € 1. According to you, how is the customer 
going to react? Do not overthink your reaction; answer what comes to your mind. There is no 
right or wrong answer.” We used indirect questioning to avoid socially desirable responses 
(Arnold & Ponemon, 1991; Dalton & Ortegren, 2011; Rest, 1986). In particular, instead of 
asking the respondent directly how they would react, we asked how the customer in the scenario 
would react. 
3.1.2 Results 
Seventy six students (46.1% female; Mage = 20.45, SDage = 1.05) participated in the study 
for partial course credit. Participants’ reactions could be categorized into four main groups. The 
first main group of reactions we observed could be described as “opportunistic reactions.” 
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Respondents, both male and female, saw the cashier’s mistake as a windfall. The way they saw 
it, the customer in the scenario got a discount and should not waste the opportunity to take 
advantage of it. These respondents did not seem to consider the potential negative consequences 
for the cashier.  
 “That’s a windfall! The customer pays the €3.99 and goes home.” (Male, 20) 
“The customer does not report the mistake. Everybody has good luck once in a while.” 
(Male, 20) 
“Yes, saved €1! The customer can use this to buy a can of Coke from the vending 
machine.” (Female, 20)  
“The customer is pleased with the €1 discount and decides to remain silent.” (Female, 
21)  
We labeled the second group of reactions as “neutralizing reactions.” In particular, some 
participants (both male and female) placed the blame on the cashier or the store and not on the 
customer. These participants applied “neutralization techniques,” which are mental techniques 
that help consumers justify their norm-violating behaviors (Strutton et al., 1994; Sykes & 
Matza, 1957). In this case, participants mainly applied the “denial of responsibility” technique 
(“It’s not my fault the cashier made a mistake,”) the “denial of injury” technique (“€1 is not a 
big loss for the store,”) and “condemning the condemners” (“The reverse—being charged too 
much—also happens all the time”) (Strutton et al., 1994).   
“The customer pays and leaves the store. €1 is not such a big loss for the store.” 
(Female, 20) 
“The customer reasons that there are often mistakes made in his disfavor as well.” 
(Female, 20) 
  “The cashier should pay attention; it’s not the customer’s fault.” (Male, 20) 
The third group of reactions could be labelled “honest reactions.” Various participants, both 
male and female, stated that the customer in the scenario would report the mistake. Some 
participants even added that it is “one’s duty to be honest.” Others indicated that the customer 
will be honest because he or she does not want the cashier to get into trouble.  
“The customer thinks it is one’s duty to be honest and reports the mistake.” (Male, 21) 
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“The customer reports the mistake and asks the cashier whether there is something 
wrong with the pricing on the shelves.” (Female, 21) 
“The customer will report the mistake. He does not want the cashier to get into trouble.” 
(Male, 28) 
Finally, we also observed a group of doubting, not-daring reactions. These participants 
reported that the customer in the scenario knew something was wrong but was not sure if he/she 
should react. Instead of focusing on moral components, they mainly concentrated on the 
customer’s confusion after being confronted with the cashier’s mistake. Interestingly, these 
reactions were largely seen in female participants.  
“The customer wonders whether this is the correct price, but decides to remain silent.” 
(Female, 20) 
“The customer is in doubt: Should I report this or pay €1 less?” (Female, 20) 
“The customer is confused but decides to leave the situation as is.” (Female, 20) 
3.1.3 Discussion 
The purpose of this exploratory study was to obtain a general overview of the thoughts and 
feelings customers experience when a cashier miscalculates the bill in their favor. To this end, 
we showed participants a picture-guided story describing this situation and asked them to 
complete the story with the customer’s reaction. We observed four main groups of reactions: 
Opportunistic reactions, neutralizing reactions, honest reactions, and doubting reactions. The 
group of doubting reactions differed from the three other groups in two main ways. First, these 
participants expressed more feelings of insecurity and confusion, while the other participants 
uttered reactions that were more straightforward (“the customer reacts this way because…”). 
Second, we noted that these reactions were mostly expressed by female participants. 
Relating these findings to results from the field experiments, in which women were less 
likely to correct a cashier’s mistake in their favor than were men, women might not have 
reported the mistake because they were not sure if and how to react. When a cashier 
miscalculates a bill, a customer has only a few seconds to realize the cashier has made a mistake 
and decide what to do about it. If more women have doubts and feel insecure about the situation 
than men, it seems plausible that we observed more women than men not reporting the mistake. 
Whether women are more likely than men to take a passive stance in ambiguous situations thus 
seems worth investigating. 
71
 75 
 
Previous research on gender differences in personality consistently found men to be more 
assertive than women (Feingold, 1994). In addition, various studies indicated that women who 
appear to act assertively are bound to face backlash from their peers (Amanatullah & Morris, 
2010; Prentice & Carranza, 2002; Rudman & Glick, 2001; Rudman et al., 2012). Moreover, 
various studies have indicated that “modesty” is a prescribed gender trait for women and a 
proscribed gender trait for men (Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Rudman, 2010; Parks-Stamm et al., 
2008). Taken together, it appears that women are less encouraged to speak up to others than are 
men. It would thus make sense that we observed fewer women than men speaking up to a 
cashier. Paradoxically, this would mean that men’s more assertive and aggressive nature, often 
claimed as the reason why they would be intrinsically less ethical than women, would cause 
them to show more ethical behavior than women in ethical dilemmas that require action. In our 
next study, we sought additional quantitative evidence for this presumption. 
3.2 Study 1b 
The purpose of Study 1b was threefold. First, we sought quantitative evidence of the 
findings of Study 1a. In particular, we wanted to determine which reactions to a cashier 
miscalculating the bill in a customer’s favor would be the most prevalent and whether women 
were more likely to express doubting, non-daring reactions than men. Second, we wanted to 
investigate the effect of personality variables, such as assertiveness and socially desirable 
responding, on participants’ reactions to the scenario. Finally, we wondered whether 
respondents believed the gender of the cashier had an effect on the likelihood of reporting a 
miscalculation. To fulfill all these requirements, we conducted a more extensive, quantitative 
version of Study 1a. We used the same picture-guided story, but instead of letting participants 
answer an open-ended question, we presented them with a list of reactions and let them indicate 
how likely they considered each of these reactions to be. Thus, we could quantify the results 
from Study 1a. 
3.2.1 Design  
To quantify the results from Study 1a, we created a different measurement tool. Based on 
the answers to the open-ended question in Study 1a, we generated a list of 15 potential customer 
reactions in the scenario (see Appendix A). More specifically, we included four neutralizing, 
four opportunistic, four honest, and three doubting reactions in the list. Participants indicated 
how likely they considered each one of these reactions on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (“Not at all likely”) to 5 (“Very likely”). Finally, the responses were combined into four 
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constructs: an “opportunism” construct (α = .89), a “neutralization” construct (α = .74), an 
“honesty” construct (α = .84), and a “doubting” construct (α = .71). 
The design was very similar to that of Study 1a. Participants came into the lab room and sat 
in front of a computer. They received the following instructions:  
“In a few moments, you will see a picture-guided story about a customer in a grocery 
store. Look at the pictures and read the accompanying text carefully. In the end, the 
customer will be confronted with a certain event. You will see a list of potential reactions 
and will be asked to indicate how likely each one of these reactions is. There is no right 
or wrong answer. Do not overthink your answer; just answer what comes to your mind. 
This survey is fully anonymous, so please answer truthfully!” 
Participants were randomly assigned to a scenario that featured either a male or a female 
cashier. They read the same picture-guided story about the customer buying frozen pizza as in 
Study 1a. However, the final picture was accompanied by slightly different text:  
“The cashier clearly made a mistake while calculating the bill and undercharged the 
customer €1! According to you, how is the customer going to react? Click on the ‘next’ 
button to see the list of potential reactions of the customer. There is no right or wrong 
answer. Do not overthink your answer; just answer what comes to your mind.”  
On the next page, participants were presented with the list of 15 reactions accompanied by 
the following instructions: “Indicate on a scale from 1 (“Not at all likely”) to 5 (“Very likely”) 
how likely each of these reactions is.” Finally, after completing some filler tasks, participants 
also completed two additional scales: Rathus (1973) assertiveness scale and Paulhus (1988) 
impression management scale. The assertiveness scale was included to investigate the 
presumption expressed above in the discussion of Study 1a. More specifically, we wanted to 
explore whether gender differences in assertiveness could explain gender differences in the 
doubting reactions. We opted for Rathus (1973) scale because it contains many items that deal 
with situations similar to the one described in our experiments. In addition, we removed five of 
the 30 items that were less applicable (see Appendix B for an overview of the removed and 
retained items). Participants rated 25 items on a scale from −3 (“very uncharacteristic of me, 
extremely non-descriptive”) to 3 (“very characteristic of me, extremely descriptive.”) After 
changing the signs of reversed items, the 25 items were summated into an assertiveness index 
(Cronbach’s α = .81) (Rathus, 1973). The impression management scale was included to verify 
whether participants’ answers were colored by social desirability response bias (Dalton & 
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Ortegren, 2011). Participants indicated on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = “not true”; 4 = 
“somewhat true”; 7 = “very true”) the extent to which they agreed with each of the 20 items 
(Cronbach’s α = .72). After adjusting the scores on the reversed items, the total impression 
management score was determined by adding the number of statements that received a “6” or 
a “7” (Paulhus, 1988).  
3.2.2 Results 
In all, 260 students (46.9% female; Mage = 20.75, SDage = 1.83) participated in the study. 
Before analyzing gender differences, we started with a general overview of the reaction 
constructs. In particular, we conducted one-way repeated measures analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) to investigate whether respondents considered one group of reactions more likely 
than others. The results showed a significant effect of type of reaction on considered likelihood 
(F (2.26, 585.27) = 101.17 7 , p < .001). Contrasts revealed that opportunistic reactions 
(MOpportunistic = 3.82, SDOpportunistic = .82) were considered significantly more likely than 
neutralizing reactions (MNeutralizing = 3.41, SDNeutralizing = .83; F (1,259) = 80.33, p < .001). 
Neutralizing reactions were considered significantly more likely than doubting reactions 
(MDoubting = 3.17, SDDoubting = .79; F (1,259) = 11.74, p = .001). Finally, doubting reactions were 
considered significantly more likely than honest reactions (MHonest = 2.57, SDHonest = .79; F 
(1,259) = 68.69, p < .001). In sum, opportunistic reactions were considered the most likely and 
honest reactions were considered the least likely. 
Next, we examined gender differences within these reactions. We ran four ANCOVAs 
(Analysis of Covariance) on opportunism, neutralization, honesty, and doubting, respectively, 
with gender as the between-subjects factor and socially desirable responding (impression 
management) as the covariate. This latter was included as a covariate because previous research 
highlighted the need to control for social desirability response bias in research on gender 
differences in ethics (Bernardi, 2006; Bernardi & Guptill, 2008; Dalton & Ortegren, 2011; 
Randall & Fernandes, 1991; Schoderbek & Deshpande, 1996). Our results also confirmed this 
need; we observed that women (Mfemale = 4.77, SDfemale = 2.72) were more inclined to provide 
socially desirable answers than men (Mmale = 3.80, SDMale = 2.56; t (258) = 2.95, p = .004). 
First, we did not observe a significant effect of gender on opportunistic reactions after 
controlling for socially desirable responding (F (1,257) = 2.71, p = .10, ??? = .01). Second, the 
effect of gender on neutralizing reactions after controlling for socially desirable responding was 
                                                 
7 Mauchy’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity was violated (Χ² (5) = 143.55, p < .001). Therefore, we 
look at the adjusted F-values (Greenhouse-Geisser correction).  
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also not significant (F (1,257) = 1.03, p = .31, ??? = .004). Third, we noted that gender had a 
significant effect on honest reactions after controlling for socially desirable responding (F 
(1,257) = 3.94, p = .048, ??? = .015). Interestingly, women (Mfemale = 2.47, SDfemale = .76) were 
less likely than men to believe that a customer facing the opportunity to benefit from a cashier’s 
miscalculation would react honestly (Mmale= 2.66, SDMale= .82). Finally, and most importantly 
for this study, gender significantly impacted doubting reactions after controlling for socially 
desirable responding (F (1,257) = 4.19, p = .042, ??? = .016). Specifically, women (Mfemale = 
3.29, SDfemale = .80) were more likely than men (Mmale = 3.07, SDMale = .78) to believe that the 
customer in the scenario did not know how to handle the situation and did not dare to correct 
the cashier. 
As proposed in Study 1a, we explored the effect of assertiveness on gender differences in 
not responding to a cashier who miscalculated the bill. Confirming the results of previous 
studies, we found a significant gender difference in assertiveness. On average, men (MAssertiveness
= 6.26, SDAssertiveness = 15.74) were significantly more assertive than women (MAssertiveness = 
−3.89, SDAssertiveness = 15.06); t (258) = −5.29, p = .000). Subsequently, bootstrap tests (Preacher 
& Hayes, 2004) were conducted to assess the simple mediation models. The analysis showed 
that female participants were more likely than male participants to believe that someone was 
confused, and they did not dare to correct the cashier because of their lower assertiveness level 
(ab = −.08; 95% CI [−.16, −.02]). This confirms the presumptions of Study 1a.  
As discussed earlier, there is a stream of literature on the impact of prescriptive and 
proscriptive traits on gender differences in personality. More specifically, men and women 
consider the importance of possessing certain traits when they complete personality 
questionnaires and tend to provide answers that “fit” their gender role (Feingold, 1994). 
Because assertiveness is a more masculine trait, women might consider it more socially 
acceptable to be unassertive. Consequently, the answers to the assertiveness scales could be 
colored by socially desirable response bias. We ran an additional mediation analysis (bootstrap 
tests) to verify whether this was the case (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). The analysis showed that 
gender differences in assertiveness scores were not significantly mediated by socially desirable 
responding (ab = .60; 95% CI [−.07, 1.4]). Because the previous results were not contaminated 
by a social desirability bias, we can conclude that men are more assertive than women and that 
this explains why women are more likely than men to believe a customer would not correct a 
cashier who miscalculated a bill. 
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Finally, we investigated whether the gender of the cashier affected participants’ reactions. 
More specifically, we explored whether participants believed a customer would react differently 
depending on the cashier’s gender. We ran four ANCOVAs on opportunism, neutralization, 
honesty, and doubting, respectively, with participant’s gender and cashier’s gender as the 
between-subjects factors and impression management as the covariate. However, none of the 
analyses yielded significant results. Although it is difficult to draw conclusions based on these 
results, they provide a first indication that the gender of the cashier who miscalculated the bill 
does not have a significant effect on customers’ reactions.  
3.2.3 Discussion 
The results from Study 1b largely confirmed the findings from Study 1a. First, we found 
quantitative evidence that opportunistic reactions were considered the most likely and honest 
reactions were considered the least likely by both men and women. Second, we observed that 
women were significantly more likely than men to believe that a customer who faces the 
opportunity to benefit from a cashier’s mistake does not know how to handle the situation and 
therefore does not respond. Moreover, we found that this gender difference could be explained 
by a gender difference in assertiveness, with women generally being less assertive than men. In 
addition, we confirmed that the gender difference in assertiveness could not be explained by a 
gender difference in socially desirable responding. These results strengthen our thesis that the 
women in the field experiments described earlier did not intend to benefit from the cashier’s 
mistake; they simply did not dare to correct the cashier. 
Third, we noted that men were significantly more likely than women to believe a customer 
would report to a cashier that he or she miscalculated the bill in his or her favor. This finding is 
quite ambiguous. It could mean that men are actually more honest than women and that they 
are consequently more inclined to believe this is a likely option. However, the result could also 
be explained by the fact that women are better at assessing the ways in which people will react 
(Klein & Hodges, 2001; Meyers-Levy & Loken, 2015). As explained in the previous paragraph, 
opportunistic and neutralizing reactions were generally considered to be most likely and honest 
reactions were generally considered to be least likely. It is thus likely that women were better 
at predicting these results than men. Either way, the results are interesting and deserve further 
investigation.  
Finally, we also explored whether the gender of the cashier making a mistake in the 
customer’s favor affected the customer’s reaction. In particular, we investigated whether the 
participants in our sample believed a customer would react differently to a male cashier 
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compared than to a female cashier. We could not find any significant effect of the cashier’s 
gender. We can thus conclude that women are equally reluctant to respond to both male and 
female cashiers.  
3.3 Study 2 
Study 2 was conducted to find behavioral evidence for the presumption that women do not 
intend to benefit from a cashier miscalculating the bill in their favor but are less inclined to 
speak up in ambiguous situations because they are generally less assertive than men. Therefore, 
we added an extra condition to the sales booth experiments discussed in the literature review in 
which the cashier makes a mistake in the customer’s disfavor. If women do not correct a cashier 
who makes a mistake in their favor because they are less assertive than men, they should also 
not correct a cashier that makes a mistake in their disfavor. 
3.3.1 Design  
We created a lab store containing a shelf with six food products and a checkout counter. 
The shelf included apples (€0.50), cans of sparkling water (€0.60), cereal bars (€0.70), mints 
(€0.50), cans of cola (€0.60), and chocolate bars (€0.70). We included more than one product 
and different price levels to avoid suspicion about the true purpose of the experiment. For 
instance, it seems more plausible for a cashier to miscalculate the bill in a store that features 
different price levels compared with a store where every product has the same price. The female 
cashier would randomly make a mistake in the customer’s favor, by charging him or her €0.20 
less, or in the customer’s disfavor, by charging him or her €0.20 more. To ensure that customers 
would notice they received the wrong amount of change, the cashier would say out aloud, 
“Product X, that is €Y, so you receive €Z change.”  
Participants entered a room adjacent to the lab store. They read instructions on a computer 
screen explaining that they were participating in a shopping experiment on the effect of shelf 
positioning on product choices. Participants were given a €1 coin and were instructed to go to 
the lab store, select one product, and check it out with the cashier. They could keep the product 
they purchased and the amount of change they received. After visiting the lab store, participants 
were instructed to go back to the adjacent room to participate in unrelated experiments and to 
sign an attendance sheet. 
3.3.2 Sample 
In all, 341 participants participated in the experiment, and 59 were excluded from the 
sample for two main reasons. First, some participants did not understand the instructions well 
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and chose two products instead of one. Second, although we tried to plan the experiment such 
that only one person at a time arrived at the store, sometimes two participants arrived at the 
store together. We investigated how sound-proof the door of the lab store was and noticed that 
people waiting outside could clearly understand conversations inside the store. All the 
participants described above were charged the correct amount instead of too much or too little. 
The final sample comprised 282 participants from our consumer panel (59.6% female; Mage = 
21.90, SDage = 3.89). Half of the participants were charged lower than the amount they owed, 
the other half of the participants were charged higher than the amount they owed. 
3.3.3 Results 
As can be seen in Figure 10, significantly more women (72.29%) than men (53.45%) did 
not report that the cashier had made a mistake in their favor (Χ² (1, N = 141) = 5.30, p = 0.021, 
V = 0.19). These results replicate the findings of the field experiments discussed above. 
Nevertheless, we observed similar results in situations during which the cashier made a mistake 
in the customer’s disfavor. Significantly more women (63.53%) than men (41.07%) did not 
report the cashier’s mistake (Χ² (1, N =141) = 6.87, p = 0.009, V = 0.22). The proportions of 
men and women not reporting the miscalculations were similar across conditions. In particular, 
the percentage of female participants not reporting the miscalculation in their favor (72.29%) 
was not significantly different from the percentage of female participants not reporting the 
miscalculation in their disfavor (63.53%), (Χ² (1, N =168) = 1.48, p = 0.224, V = 0.09). 
Similarly, the percentage of male participants not reporting the miscalculation in their favor 
(53.45%) was not significantly different from the percentage of male participants not reporting 
the miscalculation in their disfavor (41.07%), (Χ² (1, N =114) = 1.75, p = 0.186, V = 0.12).  
Figure 10. Percentage of participants not reporting the cashier's mistake 
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3.3.4 Discussion 
This study was conducted to confirm the role of assertiveness in explaining gender 
differences in passive unethical behavior. More specifically, if it is truly assertiveness that 
explains why women are less likely than men to report miscalculations, the direction of the 
miscalculation, either in the customer’s favor or in the customer’s disfavor, should not matter. 
The results confirmed that regardless of which condition they were in, significantly more 
women than men did not report the miscalculation. This indicates that the women in the field 
experiments described in the literature review did not necessarily intend to passively benefit 
from the cashier’s mistake. Instead, women were less inclined than men to respond to the 
cashier due to a lower level of assertiveness. In sum, this study illustrates that gender differences 
in assertiveness may affect the results of behavioral experiments testing passive forms of 
unethical behavior. 
 
4. GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 
This study advances knowledge about gender differences in unethical behavior. The motive 
for this study was the surprising observation that women showed a higher degree of passive 
unethical behavior than men in two unrelated field experiments conducted for other research 
purposes. This finding contrasts with prevailing research stating that women are more ethical 
than men. Three follow-up studies indicated that the results from the field experiments could 
be explained by gender differences in assertiveness. More specifically, in the first two studies, 
we discovered that women do not necessarily intend to benefit from a cashier miscalculating 
the bill in their favor. Due to a lower level of assertiveness, women are less sure than men in 
terms of if and how they should respond in this situation. The third study provided behavioral 
evidence for this presumption, demonstrating that women also remain silent when a cashier 
miscalculates the bill in their disfavor. These results have major implications for various fields 
of research.  
4.1 Contributions 
First, this study makes both methodological and theoretical contributions to the field of 
gender differences in ethics. With regard to the methodological contributions, we applied a 
method that is very rare in research on gender differences in ethical behavior, namely behavioral 
experiments. As described earlier, most studies on gender differences in ethics use surveys 
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measuring intentions instead of experiments testing behavior (O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005). 
Dalton and Ortegren (2011) indicated that this is not the ideal way to test gender differences 
because survey research is highly susceptible to social desirability bias. Behavioral experiments 
are often proposed as a valid alternative to survey research; however, the current findings 
demonstrate that there are issues with this method as well. To begin with, it is not easy to test 
unethical behavior. Active forms of unethical behavior are seemingly impossible to test because 
the behavior is considered very extreme (Vitell & Muncy, 1992). Passive forms of unethical 
behavior, such as the one tested in this experiment, are much easier to test. However, our 
findings indicate that the results can be affected by the participants’ assertiveness levels. Future 
studies investigating passive forms of unethical behavior should take gender differences in 
assertiveness into account.  
The study also makes some theoretical contributions to the field of consumer ethics. In 
particular, it deepens insights into one of the most researched questions in the field of consumer 
ethics: which gender is the most unethical, male or female? Although this paper does not 
provide a final answer to this question, the results add to the idea that there are no intrinsic 
gender differences in (un)ethical behavior. More specifically, these results and the results from 
previous research indicate that gender differences are either explained by third variables, such 
as assertiveness (this study) or social desirability response bias (Dalton & Ortegren, 2011), or 
that they are context- or situation-dependent. Asking which gender is the most unethical thus 
seems to be the wrong question. Instead, future research should focus on the conditions under 
which gender differences appear.  
Second, the findings from this study also add to the literature on gender differences in 
personality. In particular, we confirmed that gender differences in assertiveness genuinely exist, 
with women generally being less assertive than men. Women do not just appear to be less 
assertive than men because they want to provide answers that fit prescriptive gender traits. We 
discovered that this gender difference in assertiveness remains robust after controlling for social 
desirability bias. Although women are more prone to providing socially desirable answers than 
are men, this bias does not seem to contaminate the results.  
In addition to the theoretical contributions, this study also provides interesting managerial 
implications. First, these findings highlight the need for an error-free checkout system. 
Although the vast majority of stores use electronic scanning devices that should help avoid 
miscalculations, such systems are not error free. In particular, scanning devices may miss one 
or more items because of technological issues, which leads to mistakes at the checkout register 
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if customers do not respond. In addition, waiters in bars and restaurants may also make mistakes 
while calculating the bill. Even though the mistakes are often small, they may cause extensive 
hassle for retailers. Second, these findings may also be interesting from a managerial 
perspective. More specifically, the results add to the stream of literature on the influence of 
gender stereotypes on negotiation behavior. Women often take a less assertive stance in 
negotiations to avoid backlash (Amanatullah & Morris, 2010; Small, Gelfand, Babcock, & 
Gettman, 2007). Similarly, the female participants in our sample could have acted less assertive 
because they wanted to live up to the stereotype of women being “nice” (Rudman & Glick, 
2001).  
4.2 Limitations and future research 
Some limitations provide avenues for future research. First, the scope of this research was 
limited to a specific kind of unethical behavior, namely passively benefiting from a cashier’s 
mistake. Although we believe our results can be generalized to other forms of passive unethical 
behavior, what the results signify for active forms of unethical behavior is less clear. Vitell and 
Muncy (1992) classified a number of unethical acts based on perceived (il)legality and harm. 
Active forms of unethical behavior were seen as more harmful than passive forms; however, 
the latter were considered more harmful than two rather active forms of unethical behavior: 
“deceptive but legal” practices and “no harm, no foul” practices. Future research could focus, 
for instance, on a category of active forms of unethical behavior considered less severe than the 
passive forms and investigate whether men and women are equally inclined to engage in these 
forms of unethical behavior. For instance, one of the “deceptive but legal practices” appearing 
in the classification by Vitell and Muncy (1992) is “breaking a bottle of salad dressing in a 
supermarket and not doing anything about it.” It seems obvious that both men and women 
consider this wrong, but how would they react if it happened? Given our findings about women 
“not daring to correct a cashier making a mistake,” it could be that women are less inclined to 
take action than men. On the other hand, it could be that other gender differences in personality 
cause men and women to be equally as likely to take action. Future research could focus on a 
broader range of unethical behavior and elucidate the relationship between gender and morality. 
Second, although we established the role of assertiveness in explaining gender differences 
in passive unethical behavior, additional variables may be worth investigating. Regulatory 
focus is one of these variables. As described by Higgins (1998), people regulate the approach 
of pleasure and the avoidance of pain (i.e., the basic hedonic principle) either with a prevention 
focus, which is, among others, characterized by a sensitivity to avoid negative outcomes and an 
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insurance against errors of commission, or with a promotion focus, which is characterized by a 
sensitivity to approach positive outcomes and an insurance against errors of omission (Crowe 
& Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 1998). Although there is no evidence for a general gender difference 
in regulatory focus, a promotion focus has been related to typically masculine traits, such as 
risk-seeking behavior (Byrnes, Miller, & Schafer, 1999; Charness & Gneezy, 2012; Gino & 
Margolis, 2011) and an independent self-construal (Lin & Raghubir, 2005), while a prevention 
focus was related to the opposite, typically feminine traits (e.g., risk-avoidance and an 
interdependent self-view). Applying this logic to the results of the current study indicates that 
women could be less inclined to report the mistake because they were not sure who made the 
mistake, and they wanted to prevent an error of commission (reporting the cashier made a 
mistake when they did not actually remember the correct price), while men were more inclined 
to report the mistake because they wanted to prevent an error of omission (not reporting that 
the cashier made a mistake when he or she actually did). 
Third, some limitations were related to methodological issues. To begin with, our samples 
were not culturally diverse. Nearly all the people who participated in our experiments were born 
in the same Western European country. This raises questions about generalizing the findings 
because previous research indicates that gender differences may be culturally determined 
(Costa, Terracciano, & McCrae, 2001; Hofstede, 1980, 1998). In general, gender differences in 
personality are expected to be more pronounced in masculine countries (Costa et al., 2001; 
Hofstede, 1998). Because assertiveness is a typically masculine trait, our results could have 
been even more distinct in masculine countries and less distinct in feminine countries. Future 
research should focus on these cultural differences and investigate whether the effects disappear 
or become more pronounced in other cultures. 
Next, recently much attention has been paid to the concept of gender. Some researchers 
have argued that gender is a continuous instead of a binary variable (Johnson & Repta, 2012; 
Knaak, 2004). In particular, these studies argue that gender is multilayered and context-specific 
and thus hard to measure by a simple male/female question. For instance, one of the strategies 
Knaak (2004) proposed to redefine gender involves considering gender as an active concept 
and as an outcome of social forces. More specifically, gender is not considered as a solid, 
unchangeable attribute but rather as following from the activities a person undertakes. This 
reasoning is consistent with our arguments presented above. The question is not simply which 
gender is the most unethical but rather which aspects of a person’s identity cause him or her to 
behave more or less ethically in certain situations. Even though we did not measure gender on 
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a continuum, we measured the aspects that were relevant to the specific behavior we 
investigated (Johnson & Repta, 2012). Future research on gender differences in ethics should 
consider these recommendations and view gender as more than a male/female distinction. 
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5. APPENDICES 
 
Appendix A 
Based on participants’ answers to the open-ended question in Study 1a, we created a list of 
potential reactions of a consumer faced with a cashier miscalculating the bill in his or her favor.  
Opportunistic 
The customer thinks “Saved €1” and does not respond. 
The customer thinks “That’s a windfall” and does not respond 
The customer thinks “I’m lucky” and does not respond 
The customer thinks “Yes! A mistake made in my favor” and does not respond 
Neutralizing 
The customer thinks “It’s only €1, that’s not a huge loss for the store” and does not respond 
The customer thinks “The cashier should pay attention” and does not respond 
The customer thinks “It’s the store’s responsibility that such mistakes do not happen” and does 
not respond 
The customer thinks “The reverse, paying too much, happens as well” and does not respond 
Honest 
The customer responds “You made a mistake, it’s €4.99” 
The customer responds “I believe it was €4.99, could it be that you made a mistake?” 
The customer feels guilty and tells the cashier (s)he made a mistake. 
The customers thinks “It is my duty to be honest” and tells the cashier (s)he made a mistake. 
Doubting 
The customer feels uncomfortable with the situation and does not dare to respond. 
The customer is quite sure the price was €4.99 but does not dare to react. 
The customer is surprised and does not know how to handle the situation. (S)He does not dare 
to respond.  
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Appendix B 
Below, we present Rathus (1973) Assertiveness scale (the items with an asterisk are reverse-
coded). Items 1,2,8,15 and 29 were not used in this study because they were less applicable to 
the situation under investigation. The items used in this study are printed in bold.    
1. Most people seem to be more aggressive and assertive than I am.* 
2. I have hesitated to make or accept dates because of “shyness.”* 
3. When the food served at a restaurant is not done to my satisfaction, I complain. 
4. I’m careful to avoid hurting other people’s feelings, even when I feel that I have been 
injured.* 
5. If a salesman has gone to considerable trouble to show me merchandise which is not 
quite suitable, I have a difficult time in saying “No.”* 
6. When I’m asked to do something, I insist upon knowing why. 
7. There are times when I look for a good, vigorous argument. 
8. I strive to get ahead as well as most people in my position. 
9. To be honest, people often take advantage of me*. 
10. I enjoy starting conversations with new acquaintances and strangers. 
11. I often don’t know what to say to attractive persons of the opposite sex*. 
12. I will hesitate to make phone calls to business establishments and institutions*. 
13. I would rather apply for a job or for admission to a college by writing letters than by 
going through with personal interviews.* 
14. I find it embarrassing to return merchandise.* 
15. If a close and respected relative were annoying to me, I would smother my feelings rather 
than express my annoyance.* 
16. I have avoided asking questions for fear of sounding stupid.* 
17. During an argument I am sometimes afraid that I will get so upset that I will shake all 
over.* 
18. If a famed an respected lecturer makes a statement which I think is incorrect, I will 
have the audience hear my point of view as well. 
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19. I avoid arguing over prices with clerks and salesmen.* 
20. When I have done something important or worthwhile, I manage to let others know 
about it. 
21. I am open and frank about my feelings. 
22. If someone has been spreading false and bad stories about me, I see him (her) as soon 
as possible to “have a talk” about it. 
23. I often have a hard time saying “No.”* 
24. I tend to bottle up my emotions rather than make a scene.* 
25. I complain about poor service in a restaurant and elsewhere. 
26. When I am given a compliment, I sometimes just don’t know what to say.* 
27. If a couple near me in a theatre or at a lecture were conversing rather loudly, I would 
ask them to be quiet or to take their conversation elsewhere. 
28. Anyone attempting to push ahead of me in a line is in for a good battle. 
29. I am quick to express an opinion. 
30. There are times when I just can’t say anything.* 
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CHAPTER V: GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 
 
The aim of this dissertation was to deepen the insight into the antecedents of unethical 
consumer behavior. While previous research mainly focused on the “who” (i.e., individual 
difference variables) of unethical consumer behavior, the research presented in this dissertation 
mainly focused on the “when” (i.e., situational differences) of unethical consumer behavior. 
More specifically, we investigated under which circumstances consumers engage in behavior 
that goes against the norms they otherwise respect. Three different antecedents were explored: 
Cues of disorder in the retail environment (chapter II), impulse buying (chapter III), and the 
customer’s gender (chapter IV). We can conclude that both cues of disorder and impulse buying 
increase the likelihood that a customer engages in some form of unethical consumer behavior. 
The effect of gender is somewhat more complicated. Although we observed a gender difference 
in unethical consumer behavior, this gender difference only emerged in situations where 
consumers had to speak up to prevent behaving unethically (i.e., passively benefiting from a 
cashier’s mistake) and does not imply the existence of a general gender difference in (un)ethical 
behavior. 
This final chapter is structured as follows. First, we will recapitulate the main findings of 
this dissertation, focusing on the results from the different experiments conducted in chapters 
II, III and IV. Second, we will look into the main theoretical contributions of this dissertation. 
As chapter-specific contributions have already been discussed within each chapter, we focus on 
more general contributions and discuss which issues remain to be resolved in future research. 
Third, investigating the antecedents of unethical consumer behavior yielded different valuable 
insights for practitioners, which are listed in the section 3 of this chapter. Finally, we 
acknowledge that the research conducted in this dissertation was subject to certain limitations. 
Again, we focus on general limitations across the studies, instead of chapter-specific 
limitations. This final section ends with suggestions for future research. These suggestions were 
inspired by some intriguing findings that emerged during the studies included in this 
dissertation. 
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1. RECAPITULATION OF THE FINDINGS
In Chapter II, we took insights from the field of environmental psychology to the 
supermarket to investigate whether the spreading of disorder, a theory used to explain norm-
violating behavior in urban settings, could also explain norm-violating behavior in retail 
settings. Two behavioral experiments were set up in two different retail settings, each 
comparing the degree of unethical consumer behavior committed in a disorderly store (i.e., a 
retail setting that deviates from the norm that a store should be kept clean) to the degree of 
unethical consumer behavior committed in an orderly store. In Study 1, a sales booth selling 
sweets was set up either orderly or disorderly. Each time a single customer bought something 
from the sales booth, the cashier made a mistake in the customer’s favor. The results showed 
that customers from the disorderly sales booth were more reluctant to report this mistake than 
customers from the orderly sales booth. In Study 2, a lab store was set up either orderly or 
disorderly. Participants were granted a budget and were instructed to select products for a value 
equal to or below this budget. Again, participants shopping in the disorderly condition behaved 
significantly less ethical than participants shopping in the orderly condition. Finally, the results 
of an online study confirmed that the observed spreading of disorder originated from a cross-
norm effect, and that the cues of disorder weakened the participants’ normative goal frame, 
which caused disorder to spread. 
Chapter III elucidated a previously unknown dark side of impulse buying. Specifically, this 
research illustrated that consumers who are temporarily under the influence of an impulsive 
system, which generates behavioral responses aimed at immediate gratification, are not only 
tempted to buy impulse products, but also to behave unethically. The idea that impulsiveness 
could cause unethical consumer behavior originated from the results of an unrelated study 
showing that consumers shopping for impulse products behaved less ethically than consumers 
shopping for plain products. Two behavioral experiments were set up to investigate this idea 
further. In Study 1, a sales booth was set up selling one impulse product (i.e., products known 
to provoke a buying impulse) and several non-impulse products. Each time a customer 
purchased something from this sales booth, the cashier made a mistake in the customer’s favor. 
We observed that customers buying an impulse product were significantly less honest than 
customers buying a regular product, as the former were less likely to report the cashier’s mistake 
than the latter. In Study 2, we created a lab store that was set up to stimulate either impulse 
purchases or regular purchases. Participants were instructed to go to this store and select 
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products for a value equal to or below a specific budget. Crossing the budget was considered 
an active form of unethical consumer behavior. Once again, we observed participants making 
an impulse purchase behaving less ethically than participants making a regular purchase. 
In Chapter IV we explored a heavily debated topic in gender ethics research: Which gender 
is most (un)ethical, males or females? Inspired by the surprising results of two unrelated studies 
(from chapters II and III) showing that women were more likely than men to passively benefit 
from a cashier’s mistake made in their favor, we investigated whether women were truly less 
ethical than men. Three follow-up studies were conducted to answer this question. First, as there 
was no previous research showing that women behaved less ethically than men, we conducted 
a qualitative study to explore the thoughts and feelings of men and women faced with a cashier 
making a mistake in their favor. The results of this study indicated that women might not have 
corrected the cashier because they were less sure than men if and how to react. Previous research 
on gender differences in personality also indicates that women are on average less assertive 
than men (Feingold, 1994). The second study was similar to the first one, but quantitative 
instead of qualitative. The results of this study confirmed that the gender difference in reporting 
the cashier’s mistake could be explained by a gender difference in assertiveness. In particular, 
we found that because women are on average less assertive than men, they consider it more 
likely that a customer would not dare to report a cashier’s mistake. Finally, a third study was 
set up to confirm the idea that women do not intend to benefit from a cashier making a mistake 
in their favor, but that they are simply less inclined than men to speak up in unclear situations. 
In this study, the cashier either over or under-charged customers (i.e., unfavorable/favorable 
errors). We observed that women were equally unlikely to correct the cashier in both conditions, 
which confirmed that women did not intend to passively benefit at the expense of the cashier.  
 
2. THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
This dissertation deviated from previous research in the field of consumer ethics in two 
important ways. First, by focusing on the circumstances under which consumers are more likely 
to commit unethical behavior instead of focusing on individual differences, and second, by 
measuring actual behavior instead of attitudes and intentions. In this part of the dissertation, we 
evaluate our approach and discuss how future research can improve the investigation of 
consumer ethics by combining insights from previous and the present research.  
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2.1 “When” instead of “Who” 
In spite of the surge in publications in the domain of consumer ethics over the past two 
decades, it is still unclear why consumers engage in behavior they generally disapprove of. 
Previous research mainly focused on individual difference variables that could explain why 
certain consumers were more likely to behave unethical than others. Ethical ideologies 
constitute an important category of individual difference variables that were found to affect 
ethical beliefs (Al-Khatib et al., 1995; Erffmeyer et al., 1999; Steenhaut & Van Kenhove, 2006; 
Vitell et al., 1991). These studies found that idealistic individuals, who embrace a deontological 
perspective on morality and believe in moral solutions that do not harm others, are less tolerant 
for unethical behaviors than relativistic individuals, who embrace a teleological perspective and 
assess the situation based on the social consequences of the behavior. Another interesting and 
related personality trait found to affect ethical beliefs is Machiavellianism. Machiavellian 
individuals appear to have a “cool detachment” that makes them less emotionally involved with 
others and less occupied with how others perceive their behavior (Christie & Geis, 1970; Hunt 
& Chonko, 1984). Together with psychopathy and narcissism, Machiavellianism constitutes a 
dark triad of psychological constructs (Egan, Hughes, & Palmer, 2015). Hence, it is not 
surprising that different studies found Machiavellian individuals to be less ethical than others 
(Egan et al., 2015; Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; Rawwas, 1996; Tang, Chen, & Sutarso, 2008). 
The present research took a different approach to investigate unethical consumer behavior. 
Starting from the idea that every consumer engages in unethical behavior once in a while, we 
mainly investigated the impact of situational instead of personal characteristics. However, this 
does not mean our results were not influenced by individual difference variables like ethical 
ideologies. For instance, differences in ethical ideologies can explain an interesting pattern that 
emerged in the qualitative studies conducted in this dissertation. In particular, the scenario of a 
customer passively benefiting from a cashier’s mistake typically resulted in three groups of 
reactions: Opportunistic reactions, from participants who do not seem to perceive the moral 
load of the situation, neutralizing reactions, from participants who do seem to recognize the 
moral aspects of the situation but deny responsibility and/or injury, and honest reactions, from 
participants who immediately apply general moral rules to the situation. These results resemble 
previous research on the relationship between ethical ideologies and ethical beliefs, as we can 
expect Machiavellian individuals to express opportunistic reactions, relativistic individuals to 
utter neutralizing reactions, and idealistic individuals to convey honest reactions. Interestingly, 
while the opportunistic reactions in Study 3 in chapter II appeared equally across conditions, 
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neutralizing reactions appeared more frequently in the orderly than in the disorderly condition. 
In other words, it seems as if Machiavellian individuals are indeed more detached from the 
situation than relativistic individuals. 
Future research is needed to further investigate the link between the who and when. As the 
example included in the previous paragraph illustrated, whether individual difference variables 
affect unethical behavior or not may depend on the situation. This research approach resembles 
Perugini and Prestwich (2007)’ gatekeeper model, or the idea that the impact of a stimulus on 
behavior is moderated by individual differences in the valence associated with the stimulus 
(positive/negative). For instance, Perugini, Conner, and O'Gorman (2011) found that individual 
differences in altruism moderated the impact of a subliminal altruism prime on prosocial 
behavior. Thus, altruism primes have a stronger impact on behavior for individuals who have a 
positive attitude toward this concept. We can apply the gatekeeper model to the findings in this 
dissertation. For instance, the gatekeeper model applied to chapter III predicts that our impulse 
manipulations would work especially well for consumers with an impulsive personality. In 
chapter II, the gatekeeper model could refine the goal-framing mechanism suggested by  Keizer 
et al. (2008). In particular, cues of disorder do not have the same impact on everyone, as some 
individuals behave unethically in orderly environments, and others behave ethically in 
disorderly environments. This difference could be affected by ethical ideologies. Machiavellian 
and idealistic individuals are probably less cue-sensitive than relativistic individuals. In 
particular, the dominant goal frame among Machiavellians is probably the gain goal frame, and 
among idealistic individuals it is probably the normative goal frame. However, for relativistic 
individuals, who typically make situation-dependent ethical evaluations, the goal frame is 
probably much more dependent on the situation. Nevertheless, additional research is needed to 
confirm these conjectures.   
2.2 Behavior instead of intentions 
Previous research in the field of consumer ethics mainly investigated attitudes or intentions 
instead of actual behavior (O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005; Vitell, 2003). Using intentions as a 
proxy for behavior is supported by established theories such as the theory of reasoned action 
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & Madden, 
1986) and there are several arguments in favor of this approach. First, previous research found 
that the correlation between certain intentions and behaviors was as high as .78, with an average 
correlation of .51 (Ajzen, 1991). Second, investigating actual behavior requires more resources 
than investigating intentions. On the other hand, there are equally valid reasons to measure 
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behavior instead of intentions. First, the intention-behavior gap (Sheeran, 2002; Sheeran & 
Abraham, 2003) is for instance higher for shoplifting than for other kinds of behavior . Second, 
social desirability bias is a major issue in research on consumer ethics (Bernardi, 2006; Dalton 
& Ortegren, 2011; Randall & Fernandes, 1991). 
The present research mainly focused on measuring actual behavior instead of intentions. 
This approach was inspired by the intriguing results from a recent study by Dalton and Ortegren 
(2011), which illustrated that previously found gender differences in morality disappeared when 
controlling for social desirability bias. Nevertheless, the results from chapter IV indicate that 
the behavioral approach is not error-free either. First, measuring behavior does not provide 
information on the goals or intentions behind the behavior. This is an important drawback, as it 
prevents drawing more general conclusions from your research. For instance, the observation 
that women were less inclined than men to report a cashier’s mistake made in their favor did 
not imply a general gender difference. This was not only confirmed by Study 2 in chapter IV, 
but as well by additional analysis on gender differences in studies in which we measured 
engagement in active forms of unethical consumer behavior (in chapters II and III). Although 
the results may not be overly reliable due to small sample sizes, we did not find significant 
gender differences in active unethical behavior. Second, due to different constraints (financial 
and/or time), it is often impossible to measure a varied set of behaviors. Even Keizer et al. 
(2008), who executed an impressive amount of studies, only measured three different types of 
behavior (littering, trespassing, and stealing). However, as shown in chapter IV, this implies 
that the results may not always be generalizable to other kinds of behavior.   
Future research needs to combine behavioral research with other research methods. 
However, the fact that behavioral research is also prone to biases does not imply that 
shortcomings of research based on intentions disappear. For instance, combining behavioral 
observations with measurements of intentions still requires controlling for social desirability 
bias. This can be achieved by controlling for this variable, making use of Paulhus (1988)’ 
impression management scale, or by indirect questioning. However, the question remains 
whether other research methods might be better suited to deepen the understanding of why 
consumers engage in unethical behavior. For instance, more implicit measures such as an 
Implicit Association Test (Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz., 1998) may provide a less biased 
view on consumers’ attitudes toward unethical behavior. In addition, as illustrated in Study 2 
in chapter IV, flipping the experiment may also provide useful insights into the reasoning 
behind certain behaviors. 
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3. PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
The findings from this dissertation have practical implications for several stakeholders. 
First, and most obvious, as we investigated the propensity of consumers to engage in unethical 
behavior in retail settings, our results have important implications for retailers. In general, this 
dissertation confirms that unethical consumer behavior is common and thus widespread (R. A. 
Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Gino et al., 2009; Mitchell et al., 2009). Our participants were part of 
the normal population: Those consumers who do not engage in unethical behavior on a regular 
basis (i.e., they do not have a history of delinquency), but are tempted to take advantage of a 
situation every now and then. Even though the harm caused by a single action may not be huge, 
the mere fact that unethical consumer behavior is common is harmful in itself. For instance, 
Gino et al. (2009) investigated the influence of peers on the propensity to engage in dishonest 
behavior and found that participants who observed an in-group member cheating on a math task 
were more likely to cheat themselves. In general, as discussed in chapter II, observing that 
someone else engages/engaged in norm-violating behavior can weaken a person’s normative 
goal frame and instigate additional norm-violations (Keizer et al., 2008, 2013). Hence, the 
question remains what retailers can do to prevent unethical consumer behavior, and more 
importantly, which trade-offs they are willing to make. Based on the findings of this 
dissertation, we suggest three measures to prevent unethical consumer behavior. 
The first way to prevent unethical consumer behavior is to tackle the problem at the roots: 
Remove the source of the unethical behavior. For instance, the findings from chapter II illustrate 
that retail settings free from cues of disorder are subject to less unethical behavior than settings 
containing cues of disorder. However, maintaining a store disorder-free may require additional 
staff, which also comes at a cost. Thus, retailers face a trade-off between (1) high staff cost – 
low cost due to unethical behavior or (2) low staff costs – high cost due to unethical behavior. 
Based on our results and based on the strength of the spreading of disorder effect, we would 
recommend retailers to execute strategy (1). First of all, unethical consumer behavior can be 
very costly for retailers. For instance, the annual cost of shoplifting in the UK has been 
estimated at about 35 million BPS or over 50 million USD (BRC, 2015). Next, cues of disorder 
may not only affect unethical consumer behavior, but also unethical employee behavior. Staff 
members who observe that others are not doing their job well, may also be less inclined to make 
an effort to do the right thing. Although employee theft is less prevalent than customer theft, 
the cost per incident is often higher (BRC, 2015).  
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Nevertheless, removing the source of the unethical behavior can sometimes be unfeasible 
or undesirable. This is the case for the antecedent of unethical consumer behavior studied in 
chapter III: Impulse buying. Although retailing variables such as promotions, price discounts, 
and attractive sales displays have some impact, the main forces behind a buying impulse are 
product variables (Kacen et al., 2012). In other words, although retailers might lower their 
promotional efforts, this does not mean that consumers will stop making impulse purchases. In 
addition, impulse purchases constitute a huge source of income that retailers do not want to 
remove (Hill, 2011). Consequently, instead of removing the source of the unethical behavior, 
retailers may also try to stimulate ethical behavior. One way to do so is having your employees 
set the good example. If they convey the idea that they are making an effort to maintain order, 
consumers may follow. This idea is supported by a recent study by Keizer et al. (2013) 
demonstrating that people who observed confederates restoring order were more inclined to 
show prosocial behavior. Making staff aware of the influence of their behavior and encouraging 
them to set the good example thus seems important. In sum, the second way to prevent unethical 
consumer behavior is to promote the opposite behavior. 
The third prevention measure is to avoid direct triggers of unethical consumer behavior. In 
particular, certain forms of unethical consumer behavior are easy to avoid. For instance, 
passively benefiting from a cashier’s mistake can be avoided by installing an error-free check-
out systems making use of RFID tags. It is not only important to prevent billing errors in the 
customer’s favor, but also those not in his/her favor. In the qualitative studies conducted in 
chapters II and IV, some participants mentioned that they would not correct a mistake made in 
their favor “because the opposite happens as well.” These reactions illustrate a mild form of 
retaliation against the retailer. In other words, it seems that accidentally overcharging customers 
may damage the trust relationship between a retailer and his customers. Research by Steenhaut 
and Van Kenhove (2005) illustrates the importance of maintaining a good relationship with 
your customers. Specifically, they found that relationship commitment has a positive influence 
on (un)ethical consumer behavior: The more/less a customer was committed to a retailer, the 
more/less likely he/she was to report receiving an excess amount of change.  
Finally, the present findings also have implications for policy makers. The research 
discussed in chapter II builds on research that was set up to uncover how vandalism stems from 
initial norm violations that lead to subsequent norm violations, and ultimately to urban 
deterioration (Wilson & Kelling, 1982). By demonstrating that disorder does not spread because 
cues of disorder signal that norms can be violated with impunity, but because they change 
95
people’s normative goal-frame, this research suggests that certain policy measures are more 
effective than others. For instance, police patrols may not be an effective anti-vandalism tool. 
Instead, efforts should be focused on keeping neighborhoods clean. However, a recent study by 
Keizer et al. (2013) suggests that there is an even more powerful way to maintain order. 
Specifically, they found that observing other people restoring order is much more powerful than 
simply observing order. In order words, cues of respect for norms may be the most powerful 
policy measure.  
4. LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The studies included in this dissertation were subject to certain limitations. As study-
specific limitations have been discussed within each chapter, we will focus on more general 
limitations across our studies and how we addressed them and/or how future research can 
address them. Next, we also explore some avenues for future research. 
4.1 Limitations 
The first limitation is that behavioral experiments were the main research method used in 
this dissertation. As stated earlier in this chapter in section 2.2, there are a number of arguments 
in favor of measuring actual behavior instead of intentions. Nevertheless, this research method 
was not perfect either. The main issue with behavioral observations is that it is hard to uncover 
the true intentions behind the behavior. The findings from chapter IV constitute a perfect 
example of this issue: When we observe that a customer does not report a cashier’s mistake, we 
classify this as “unethical behavior.” However, as in chapter IV, the customer might not have 
intended to passively benefit at the expense of the seller, but simply be reluctant to speak up to 
cashiers in any situation. Another reason why a customer might not report the mistake in his/her 
favor is because he/she missed the price sign (i.e., he/she does not know what the correct price 
is). Nevertheless, this latter example should not be a huge issue as these “honest mistake 
participants” are likely to be equally distributed across conditions. In general, it is 
recommended to try to replicate findings in different settings and using different research 
methods. For instance, both chapter II and III contain not only an experiment testing a passive 
form of unethical consumer behavior, but also an experiment testing an active form of unethical 
consumer behavior in a controlled setting. In addition, chapters II and IV contain a qualitative 
study to increase the insight into our participants’ thoughts and feelings.  
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Second, as stated earlier in the introduction chapter, this dissertation focused on a specific 
set of behaviors of the CES scale (Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Vitell & Muncy, 1992). In particular, 
we looked into unethical consumer behavior conducted in retail settings that was not planned 
before entering the setting. Although we extended the knowledge on the antecedents of this 
specific kind of unethical consumer behavior, we cannot draw conclusions on other forms of 
consumer fraud. Specifically, our results have little implications for unethical consumer 
behavior that is thoroughly planned ahead and thus not influenced by situational factors. For 
instance, three items on the CES deal with fraudulent products returns: “Returning damaged 
merchandise when the damage is your own fault”, “Returning merchandise to a store by 
claiming that it was a gift when it was not”, and “Returning merchandise after trying it and not 
liking it.” Other authors have also highlighted that this is an important type of consumer fraud 
(R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Powers & Jack, 2013). This topic has become especially relevant 
since the rise of e-commerce, as online companies often have very open return-policies. In 
conclusion, there is still much more to discover on the circumstances under which consumers 
are more or less likely to engage in different forms of unethical behavior. 
Third, although we assumed that the participants in our sample were normal consumers who 
engaged in behavior they generally disapprove of, we never explicitly compared our 
participants’ ethical beliefs (i.e., tolerance/acceptance of the behaviors listed in the CES) with 
their actual behavior. Although it may seem straightforward to include a measure of ethical 
beliefs in the experiments, there were several issues that withheld us from doing it. For instance, 
timing is an issue: At which moment in the experiment should the ethical beliefs measure be 
included? Before the behavioral measure would not yield reliable results, because priming your 
participants with ethical concepts could affect subsequent behavior. More specifically, 
recognizing that a situation is morally laden is often modeled as the first step in the process of 
ethical decision-making and behavior (Hunt & Vitell, 1986; Jones, 1991; Rest, 1986). Filling 
out the CES could facilitate moral awareness and thus affect behavior.  
Nevertheless, measuring CES after the behavioral measure may also yield unreliable 
results. Take for instance a participant who just passively benefited at the expense of a cashier 
and who is subsequently confronted with this item when filling out the CES. According to self-
affirmation theory, people are motivated to protect their self-view, and like to see themselves 
as good, moral individuals (Armitage & Rowe, 2011; Steele, 1988). Even if this person thinks 
passively benefiting from a cashier’s mistake is wrong, he will probably indicate a higher level 
of tolerance toward this behavior to protect his self-view and maintain consistency between his 
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attitudes and behavior to avoid feelings of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957; Gawronski 
& Strack, 2012; Steele, 1988). Specifically, if he admits that the behavior he just posed is wrong, 
he would experience a conflict between two cognitions: (1) “I am a good, moral person” and 
(2) “I engaged in immoral behavior.” To resolve these feelings of cognitive dissonance, he can
either add new cognitions or change the current cognitions (Festinger, 1957). The most likely
option is that this participant changes cognition (2) into “I engaged in behavior that is not
considered immoral.”
Another issue with measuring CES and (un)ethical behavior simultaneously is that 
participants may see through the experiment. If participants are confronted with the opportunity 
to engage in unethical consumer behavior and are subsequently questioned about these 
behaviors, or the other way around, their behavior/answers to the questions may be confounded. 
For instance, social desirability bias may affect their behavior, causing them to behave more 
ethically than they would otherwise. In addition, we also strived to keep our experiments as low 
profile as possible. This was especially important for the two field experiments in chapter II 
and III in which a sales booth was set up in different university buildings. Word spreads fast in 
these environments, and it would have been very suspicious if a third confederate would 
intercept the sales booth’s customers with the request to fill out the CES. Nevertheless, we 
acknowledge that these problems are not insuperable. For instance, setting up a sales booth in 
a more anonymous environment could already resolve part of the issue.  
A fourth and final limitation is that most of our participants were students. Although the use 
of student samples is a common practice in research fields such as (social) psychology and 
consumer behavior, it has been subject to a lot of criticism (Peterson, 2001; Peterson & 
Merunka, 2014; Sears, 1986). The main criticism is that students constitute a group of adults 
that differs from the rest of the adult population in different respects such as education level, 
socio-economic status, susceptibility to peer pressure, and compliance with authority figures 
(Hooghe, Stolle, Mahéo, & Vissers, 2010; Peterson & Merunka, 2014; Sears, 1986). Although 
we acknowledge these criticisms, we are confident that our results are generalizable to other 
populations. For instance, the findings presented in chapter II of this dissertation constitute a 
conceptual replication of the findings of Keizer et al. (2008) who observed the behavior of a 
more general sample of the adult population. In addition, we applied different research methods 
and tested our effects on different samples. For instance, the population of our field experiments 
in chapters II and III did not entirely consist of students, but also comprised university staff. 
Different authors put forward that replicating your effect in different settings using different 
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research methods is actually more important than sample characteristics (Bass & Firestone, 
1980; Greenberg, Gordon, Slade, & Schmitt, 1987). Nevertheless, future research is needed to 
increase the confidence in the generalizability of the results.  
4.2 Future research 
The findings of this dissertation suggest several avenues for future research. Below we will 
discuss two of them. Both extend the knowledge on passive forms of unethical consumer 
behavior. As mentioned in the introduction, passively benefiting at the expense of others is 
probably the most prevailing, yet the most under-researched type of unethical consumer 
behavior. Hence, we believe that future research should focus on passive forms of unethical 
consumer behavior. 
First, we often received the following question from reviewers: “Is not reporting a cashier’s 
mistake really unethical consumer behavior?” Even though this behavior has been repeatedly 
categorized as unethical (R. A. Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Mitchell et al., 2009; Muncy & Vitell, 
1992; Vitell & Muncy, 1992), it could still be interesting to examine whether participants who 
passively benefitted from a cashier’s mistake realize that they did something wrong. In order to 
fully understand why consumers engage in unethical consumer behavior, it is important to 
examine whether consumers consider this behavior unethical. As mentioned in section 4.1, 
asking participants who just engaged in unethical consumer behavior how wrong they consider 
this behavior may yield unreliable results. More specifically, as they strive to preserve 
consistency between their attitudes and behavior (Festinger, 1957; Gawronski & Strack, 2012), 
and are motivated to protect their moral self-view (Armitage & Rowe, 2011; Steele, 1988), 
participants may modify their answers in order to avoid feelings of cognitive dissonance.  
Fortunately, there may be another way to uncover whether consumers realize they engaged 
in unethical behavior. Previous research on moral cleansing suggests that people are more likely 
to exhibit prosocial behavior after recalling immoral behavior (Blanken, van de Ven, & 
Zeelenberg, 2015; Conway & Peetz, 2012). As explained earlier, people strive to protect their 
moral self-view and aim for consistency between their attitude and behaviors. If their behavior 
does not align with their attitude, they will engage in compensatory behavior to restore the 
imbalance (Blanken et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2011; Conway & Peetz, 2012). Thus, in order to 
examine whether consumers think that the behavior they just engaged in was wrong, future 
research could present consumers with the opportunity to make things right. Those consumers 
who realize what they did was unethical should be more likely to engage in prosocial behavior 
afterwards. In addition, such an experiment could extend the knowledge on moral licensing,  
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which is actually the opposite of moral cleansing. Previous research on moral licensing suggests 
that people who just performed a good deed have a license to engage in less social behavior 
afterwards (Blanken et al., 2015; Merritt, Effron, & Monin, 2010; Monin & Miller, 2001). Thus, 
according to this theory, those people who did not engage in unethical consumer behavior while 
having the opportunity to do so, should be less inclined to engage in prosocial behavior.  
One way to test the reasoning presented above could be the following. Looking back at our 
sales booth experiments, a donation box could be positioned on the sales booth and sales clerks 
could alternate periods in which they make mistakes with periods in which they do not make 
mistakes in the customers’ favor. Consequently, three experimental conditions would emerge: 
(1) participants who were not confronted with a cashier’s mistake (i.e., a control group), (2)
participants who were confronted with a cashier’s mistake but who corrected the cashier (i.e.,
an ethical group), and (3) participants who were confronted with a cashier’s mistake and who
did not correct the cashier (i.e., an unethical group). According to moral cleansing theory, the
number of people donating in conditions (1) and (2) should be equal, while the number of people 
donating in condition (3) should be significantly higher than the number of people donating in
conditions (1) and (2). However, according to moral licensing theory, people from condition
(2) should actually donate less than people from conditions (1) and (3). In sum, such an
experiment could provide interesting insights for research on consumer ethics as well as
research on ethics in general.
Second, another avenue for future research is to explore the role of opportunism in the 
engagement in passive forms of unethical consumer behavior. In two independent studies 
conducted in this dissertation, opportunistic motives were the main reason why a customer 
would not correct a cashier making a mistake in his or her favor. More specifically, in chapter 
II, the results of a qualitative study (Study 3) indicated that opportunistic motives were, across 
conditions, the main reason to passively benefit from a cashier’s mistake. Study 1b in chapter 
IV added quantitative evidence to these findings by showing that, across genders, opportunistic 
motives were the main reason why a customer would not correct a cashier’s mistake. These 
consumers consider a cashier’s mistake in their favor as a windfall, or as an opportunity that 
should not be wasted. Unlike participants expressing neutralization techniques or participants 
expressing honest reactions, opportunistic participants fail to see that the situation is morally 
laden. They do not seem to consider the harm done, or at least do not feel bad about it.  
Given the fact that those consumers expressing opportunistic motivates seem to be 
insensitive to the inflicted harm, the question is raised whether there is a limit to opportunism. 
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More concretely, would these consumers also remain silent if the cashier made an extremely 
large mistake in their favor (e.g., a mistake of €100 instead of €1)? Previous research by 
Steenhaut and Van Kenhove (2005) compared the probability of a customer reporting a small 
versus a somewhat larger mistake made in his/her favor, and found that guilt, opportunism, and 
relationship commitment played an important role. In those situations where the customers’ 
commitment to the retailer was low (i.e., the situations tested in this dissertation), customers 
were less inclined to report large mistakes compared to small mistakes because of opportunistic 
motives (Steenhaut & Van Kenhove, 2005). However, the authors also contend that consumers 
faced with the opportunity to passively benefit from a cashier’s mistake not only experience 
opportunistic motives, but also guilt-related feelings. The question is at which point these guilt-
related feelings gain the upper hand. Hence, we suggest that future research should look into 
the influence of the size of mistake (i.e., the inflicted harm) to deepen the insight into one of 
the main motives behind passive forms of unethical consumer behavior. 
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